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Abstract
Wellbeing as a measure for evidence-based policy has gained prominence 
internationally and nationally. There is now widespread recognition that wellbeing 
is multidimensional and contextually and culturally constructed. Despite this, the 
tendency has been to establish universal criteria and indicators for the measurement 
of wellbeing. One problem with such universal applications is that the different 
meanings and understandings of what constitutes wellbeing that are held by 
different peoples can be overlooked. This is particularly true for Indigenous peoples 
around the world where parameters of their wellbeing tend to be defined on their 
behalf. While this in part reflects the power imbalance between Indigenous peoples 
and nation-states, it is also simply the lack of adequately nuanced data on what 
constitutes ‘wellbeing’ for Indigenous peoples. This situation can be attributed to the 
difficulty of creating measures that can be both ‘relevant’ and ‘usable’. ‘Relevance’ 
involves giving priority to Indigenous worldviews concerning wellbeing while 
concerns for ‘usability’ can steer researchers and policy makers toward a reliance on 
existing normative datasets and methodologies. As a result, a disconnection persists 
between Indigenous peoples’ aspirations for wellbeing and the policies and reporting 
frameworks aimed at improving Indigenous wellbeing. 
This disconnect can be usefully framed in the ‘recognition space’. Operationalising 
this space requires a focus on how wellbeing is conceptualised, by what process are 
wellbeing measures decided, for what purposes, and who makes those decisions. 
This thesis has the ambitious aim of operationalising the recognition space, to 
conduct research that addresses the challenge of bringing closer the often opposing 
concerns for ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ in the development of wellbeing measures. 
A substantial component of the thesis is therefore focused on process, not just 
outcomes. The operationalising of the recognition space involved a two-fold process 
Firstly, existing approaches are extended by incorporating Indigenous worldviews 
in the framing of wellbeing evaluation. As an approach, it is a step in the direction 
of making visible the aspects of Indigenous wellbeing which tend to be at the 
margins of ‘usability’ accounts. But ultimately, such an approach remains imperfect. 
Conceptualising Indigenous wellbeing that is both ‘relevant’ and ‘usable’ requires an 
alternative approach.
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In the second part of the thesis, an alternative approach starting from Indigenous 
perspectives is explored, working with the Yawuru community in Broome, Western 
Australia. The Yawuru case study employed a participatory mixed-methods 
approach whereby narratives and expressions of wellbeing by Yawuru women and 
men informed the development of measures and indicators used to represent and 
evaluate their wellbeing. There are two innovative contributions of this case study. 
Firstly, conceptualisation of Yawuru wellbeing starting with mabu liyan, Yawuru’s 
philosophy of wellbeing; and secondly the use of Best-Worst Scaling as a way to elicit 
Yawuru priorities. Together, the objects of value and the importance attached to the 
various objects of value for Yawuru are determined. This approach has the benefit 
of transforming the way that data and information is presented and collected, by 
actively involving those who know their lives best, those on the ground living in 
communities. 
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Chapter 1 
 
Introduction
Our statistics and accounts reflect our aspirations, the values that we 
assign things. They are inseparable from our vision of the world and 
the economy, of society, and our conception of human beings and our 
inter-relations. Treating these as objective data, as if they are external 
to us, beyond question of dispute, is undoubtedly reassuring and 
comfortable but it’s dangerous. It is dangerous because we get to the 
point where we stop asking ourselves about the purpose of what we 
are doing, what we are actually measuring, and what lessons we need 
to draw.  
—Foreword by President Nicolas Sarkozy in Stiglitz et al. (2009, p vii).
The growing importance of wellbeing 
Wellbeing as a measure for evidence-based policy making has gained prominence 
internationally and nationally since 1970s. In the international domain, the 
Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has been 
leading much of the effort towards instilling measurement of wellbeing as an 
important policy instrument. Following the Second OECD World Forum in 
Turkey in 2007, the Istanbul Declaration was ratified between the OECD, the 
European Commission, the Organisation of the Islamic Conference, the United 
Nations, the UN Development Programme and the World Bank. The Declaration 
affirmed a commitment to measuring and fostering the progress of societies in all 
dimensions with the ultimate goal of improving policy making, democracy and 
citizens’ wellbeing.1 At the national level, countries such as the United Kingdom, 
the Netherlands, New Zealand and Canada have made wellbeing part of their 
policy lexicon. 
1. See OECD 2nd World Forum 2007 27-30th of June ‘Measuring and Fostering the Progress of 
Societies’ http://www.oecd.org/site/worldforum06/ 
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At the same time, there is a growing body of literature focused on developing 
alternative measures of standard of living in data collection frameworks and 
national social surveys (Stiglitz et al. 2009; Pink et al. 2014; Bache and Reardon 
2016). The pivotal report by Stiglitz et al. (2009) elevated the need to reflect 
on the ways in which societal progress is currently measured and the choice of 
statistical indicators used to inform policy making on improving standards of 
living. The report is part of the second wave of movements critiquing GDP per 
capita as the dominant indicator of progress, which is occurring not only in 
developed countries but also in developing countries (Boarini et al (2014) as cited 
in Bache and Reardon 2016, p2).2
The growing importance of wellbeing as a focus of policy agenda has led to a 
proliferation of research efforts towards new measurements of wellbeing, as well as 
improvements in existing measures of wellbeing. To meaningfully embed wellbeing 
in policy requires an understanding of wellbeing concepts, measures and evaluation 
tools. The fundamental tasks include deciding ‘what objects are of value’ and the 
‘importance attached to the object or objects’ (Sen 1987). These two questions are 
deceptively straightforward but are critically dependent on how wellbeing is 
conceptualised and what theories of wellbeing one subscribes to. 
Indigenous peoples and wellbeing—understanding the 
recognition space 
There is now widespread recognition that wellbeing is multidimensional, with both 
subjective and objective aspects, and that it is also context- and population-specific. 
Despite this, the tendency in international development discourse has been to 
establish universal criteria and indicators for the measurement of progress towards 
wellbeing (OECD 2015). One problem with such universal application is that 
different peoples hold different meanings and understandings of what constitutes 
wellbeing, and these differences can sometimes be subsumed by the dominant, 
2. The authors note the first wave of activity led to the social indicators movement but arguably has 
not gone as far as the second wave of activity in terms of its policy and political impact on wellbeing 
measurements (Bache and Reardon 2016, p2).
Yap 5
universalist paradigm (White 2016). This is particularly true for indigenous peoples 
around the world where parameters of their wellbeing tend to be defined on their 
behalf (COAG 2009; Jordan et al. 2010).3
While this in part reflects the power imbalance between indigenous peoples and 
nation-states, it is also due to simply the lack of informed data on precisely what 
constitutes wellbeing for indigenous peoples. This stems from two things. The first 
is the difference in worldviews and priorities of indigenous peoples and government 
reporting frameworks around conceptions of wellbeing. Second, there is a lack of 
effort towards developing culturally appropriate methodologies to elicit indigenous 
indicators of wellbeing. In particular, there is a need for methodologies which are 
emancipatory, which potentially transform current research paradigms so that those 
on the ground meaningfully participate in the research process. 
For many indigenous peoples, wellbeing starts from a relational perspective and 
centres around the wellbeing of the collective, not just the individual (McCubbin et 
al. 2013). It is also tied to their spiritual, physical and emotional connection to the 
land and surrounds (Greiner et al. 2005; Grieves 2007; Ganesharajah 2009; Dockery 
2010; Biddle and Swee 2012; Merino 2016; Watene 2016b). In the Australian 
context, a critical overarching element of Indigenous wellbeing is the desire for self-
determination in setting their wellbeing agenda (Gooda 2010). Yet, for the most 
part, efforts aimed at measuring and reporting wellbeing for Indigenous peoples 
tend to be premised upon theories of wellbeing which stem from non-Indigenous 
values. Furthermore, policies designed to improve the living standards of Indigenous 
peoples are implemented top down, within a narrow conceptualisation of wellbeing 
that has very little input from Indigenous peoples, and does not go far enough to 
represent their worldviews, aspirations and agency (Office of the Northern Territory 
Coordinator-General for Remote Services 2012, p4; Walter 2013). 
Bache and Reardon (2016, p6) argue that wellbeing metrics are important for 
shaping policy, emphasising that ‘the decision by government to give attention to 
indicators is generally followed by policy action.’ More importantly, policy and 
measurement of wellbeing pertaining to Indigenous peoples have largely occurred 
3. Throughout this thesis, the use of an upper case ‘Indigenous’ refers to the First Peoples of 
Australia and the Torres Strait Islands, while a lower case ‘indigenous’ refers more generally to the 
First Peoples, aboriginal peoples, native peoples, or autochthonous peoples of the world.
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in isolation from Indigenous peoples’ own understandings of wellbeing. The major 
aim of this thesis is to address the current tension between ‘top-down’, universalist 
metrics and ‘bottom-up’ local understandings in the context of indigenous measures 
of wellbeing. It will be argued that better indicators can result from an alignment 
rather than opposition between the two. This in turn will better inform policy 
settings and outcomes.
Challenges in measuring wellbeing 
Alkire (2015, p1) asserts that the ‘task of improving well-being measures is too 
important to settle hastily—a space for reflection and experimentation is apt’ 
drawing on Sen’s (1987) writing. Nobel Prize winning economist Amartya Sen’s 
1986 Stanner Lecture, Standard of Living is an important reference point for 
navigating through the commonalities and divergence in understandings of 
wellbeing. In the lecture, Sen made several notable points which are pertinent to 
unpacking the disconnectedness between indigenous worldviews and measures to 
improve indigenous wellbeing in this thesis. There are two excerpts from his lecture 
that are important to highlight in the context of this thesis. Firstly, Sen (1987, p3) 
described the complexities of understanding and measuring standard of living when 
he stated:
You could be well off, without being well. You could be well, without 
being able to lead the life you wanted. You could have got the life you 
wanted, without being happy. You could be happy, without having 
much freedom. You could have a good deal of freedom without achieving 
much. We can go on... [emphasis in original].
In Sen’s eloquent articulation, the complexity of wellbeing concepts is highlighted. 
Wellbeing measures have been developed from a variety of indicators that 
reflect different approaches to the concept, ranging from basic needs fulfilment 
to the importance of freedom and choice. The inherent subjectivity and 
multidimensionality of conceptualising living standards captured in the quote 
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above brings us to the next important aspect of the lecture, where Sen describes the 
challenges of evaluating standard of living as largely navigating the opposing pulls of 
‘relevance’ and ‘usability’. Sen (1987, p27) proposed that: 
These two considerations—relevance and usability—pull us, to some 
extent in different directions. Relevance may demand that we take 
on inherent complexities of the idea of wellbeing as fully as possible 
whereas usability may suggest that we try to shun complexities if we 
reasonably can. Relevance wants us to be ambitious; usability urges 
restraint.  
The challenge which Sen so astutely articulates applies to the measurement of 
wellbeing and continues to hold true some twenty years later. Whilst relevance 
calls to us to do justice to the richness and complexities of wellbeing measurement, 
usability nudges us to be pragmatic so that the available measures of wellbeing can 
be used comparatively (Sen 1987; Alkire 2015).
On the one hand, there is an established body of wellbeing literature questioning the 
relevance of indicators that purport to represent the underlying phenomenon and 
the applicability of a universal framework in representing wellbeing across different 
countries and population subgroups. On the other hand, to ensure usability in 
policy making and monitoring, the default is to defer to proxy measures derived 
from existing indicators using secondary datasets. The negotiation and balancing 
between ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ or ‘conceptual’ and ‘practical’ is a difficult one, 
further complicated by a fundamental question: ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ for whom?
Indigenous peoples and wellbeing indicators
Indicators have emerged as a powerful communication tool for complex phenomena 
in the global shift towards quantitative measurement (Merry 2011). The growing 
preoccupation with the production and use of indicators to represent, monitor 
and evaluate the effectiveness of aid, to assist in decision making about resources 
allocation and to measure nations’ progress against a pre-determined standard, 
is largely a result of the practice of goal (and target) setting that has become 
ubiquitous internationally as well as within Australia. The assumption underlying 
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the strengthened linkages between target setting and counting is that quantification 
brings with it a sense of accountability, associated with an aura of objectivity and 
neutrality, and is value free (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill 2015).
Indigenous peoples have not been immune to the representation and monitoring 
of their lives using indicators. Across many standard metrics of development, 
they consistently underperform. As a result, resources and programs globally and 
nationally are often targeted at improving these standard metrics of indigenous 
populations to those of the national or international average (Cooke et al. 2007; 
Humpage 2008; Tebtebba 2008; UN 2009; Mitrou et al. 2014). Monitoring of 
these standard metrics continues to hold agencies accountable for the resources that 
are devoted to improving these measures. 
Although some of the standard metrics are important to indigenous peoples, taken 
up as a whole, they only provide a partial view of indigenous conceptualisations 
of wellbeing. Furthermore, the concentration on indicators that show 
underperformance, normally framed as the ‘gap’, lends itself to the deficit discourse 
that frames and represents Indigenous identity and cultures as a problem (Kowal 
2008; Altman 2009; Pholi et al. 2009; Fforde et al. 2013). This discourse in turn 
influences the type of policies and programs that get put in place. Much as the 
inclusion of environmental impacts into the measurement of growth provides a more 
complete view of the trade-offs and choices involved in improving quality of life, 
the exclusion of aspects of wellbeing important to indigenous peoples means that 
policies may sometimes be misguided or ineffective. 
In tandem with the widespread use of indicators more generally, there has been a 
growing interest from indigenous communities and indigenous and non-indigenous 
scholars with respect to whether these universal frameworks and associated indicators 
reflect the wellbeing of indigenous peoples (Taylor 2008; Jordan et al. 2010; Prout 
2011; Carey 2013). Indicator generation and selection is not purely a technical 
discussion, but is very much one that is political in nature for indigenous and other 
marginalised groups. 
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Merry (2011, pS88) argues that: 
Indicators are inevitably political, rooted in particular conceptions of 
problems and theories of responsibility. They represent the perspective 
and frameworks of those who produce them as well as their underlying 
political and financial power. What gets counted depends on which 
groups and organisations can afford to count.
From the perspective of governments, indicator production is a political process. 
It aids decisions on where to best allocate resources and be accountable for public 
monies. However, for indigenous peoples and groups, the primary concern is 
whether these indicators capture their lived realities and worldviews and support 
their agenda to be self-determining over their own lives (PUMC-UNAM 2008).
Much of the disjunction between indigenous peoples’ aspirations for wellbeing 
and policies and reporting frameworks can be usefully understood in terms of 
Taylor’s (2008) ‘recognition space’ which is a framework for examining the different 
positioning, worldviews and intentions of Indigenous peoples on the one side, and 
national and international targets set by governments and international bodies 
on the other. It is the intersection between the two spaces where meaningful and 
substantive engagement and measurement is required so that indigenous worldviews 
and aspirations form the platform for developing appropriate goals, targets and 
indicators (Watene and Yap 2015).
The recognition space is partly about casting a spotlight on the shadow, the margins, 
and bringing those aspects to the fore of data collection and policy making. In 
order to operationalise the recognition space, there is a need to be cognisant of who 
develops these wellbeing indicators and for what purpose, how the indicators are 
developed, and who the beneficiaries or targets of the indicators are, that is the ‘who’ 
and ‘what’ that the indicators are measuring. 
Rationale for the study
There is a broader philosophical question relating to whether everything should and 
can be measured. Following that, there is also the question of whether the use of 
indicators to represent wellbeing, which is notionally subjective, multidimensional 
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and complex, is appropriate. That question is not the focus of this thesis. Instead, the 
focus is on developing methodologies that reflect the lived experiences of particular 
Australian Indigenous communities and individuals so that measures which 
represent wellbeing are meaningful for them, accurate and functional. In aligning 
the issues of ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’, it interrogates the objects to be valued and 
their relative importance for adequately capturing the wellbeing of Indigenous 
Australians, as they themselves would see it. 
This thesis embraces the challenge of improving wellbeing measures for Indigenous 
Australians, thereby operationalising the recognition space in two ways, echoing the 
need for reflection and experimentation proposed by Alkire (2015). First, the thesis 
‘reflects’ on existing established approaches and proposes a way of building on these 
by incorporating Indigenous worldviews using existing secondary data. Next, the 
challenge of experimentation is taken up through an alternative approach employing 
primary data collection. This approach starts from a different worldview, from the 
ground-up, through a co-production of knowledge with Australian Indigenous 
communities to understand and measure Indigenous wellbeing. In order to do 
this, a transformation of the way research is undertaken will be necessary, driven by 
an awareness of the different worldviews and culture which permeate the broader 
research question and the methodologies employed. 
It might be argued that this thesis is adding to the ‘business as usual’ production of 
indicators. It is certainly adding to the repertoire of existing indicators. However, 
the preoccupation with and usage of indicators for monitoring, reporting and 
evaluating is unlikely to disappear in the near future. This thesis therefore has 
a pragmatic aim of ensuring that while the indicators may meet the criteria of 
statistical representation and conceptual soundness, they also serve to accurately 
reflect the visions of a life lived well which mirror, to some degree, the aspirations 
and worldviews of Indigenous people. A fundamental premise of this thesis is a need 
to focus on how wellbeing indicators are framed and constructed. This includes 
understanding the actors who are involved in the process of indicator construction, 
the power relations which impact on the framing and translation of concepts into 
measures, and finally, the measures used to evaluate the wellbeing of different 
population groups. 
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As many have observed, in a time where there is such a volume and range of data on 
the Indigenous ‘population’, there remains a dearth of information about indigenous 
peoples as socio-cultural entities. Such groups have collective rights that transcend 
the individual including a right to their own aspirations for development as a group 
(Morphy 2007; Taylor 2009; Yu 2011; Kukutai and Taylor 2012; Rowse 2012; 
Yu 2012; Morphy and Morphy 2013; Kukutai and Walter 2015). While official 
statistical agencies and their like collect and report on wellbeing indicators for 
individuals understood collectively as ‘populations’, we lack understanding about 
what living well actually means for indigenous peoples as peoples. We have to 
consider whether we are collecting the right information to aid us in understanding 
indigenous wellbeing at this level. More importantly, we have to consider whether 
we are asking the right questions to elicit a more nuanced understanding of 
indigenous wellbeing? 
Much of the established literature on wellbeing can be considered under the 
umbrella of its substantive and evaluative domains of wellbeing (White 2016). While 
the proponents of substantive wellbeing aim to capture the complexity and diversity 
of wellbeing experiences and conceptions, those engaged in the evaluative space start 
from the premise of practicality and usability of concepts using existing datasets. 
Furthermore, for the most part, the substantive wellbeing studies predominantly 
utilise qualitative approaches such as in-depth interviews and ethnography to gain a 
more nuanced understanding of wellbeing particularities, whereas evaluative studies 
employ empirical quantitative techniques, drawing on large surveys and census 
information to describe associations between different aspects of life and wellbeing.
Thus far, there has been little conversation between proponents of evaluative and 
substantive approaches to wellbeing in the Indigenous Australian context.4 As a 
result, studies have tended to fall at one end of the potential continuum or the other: 
relevance at the expense of usability or vice versa. Researchers with an interest in 
improving the usability of measures focus on pushing the limits of existing datasets 
4. A notable exception to this is the Interplay Wellbeing Framework developed through the Ninti-
One Cooperative Research Centre for Remote Economic Participation (CRC-REP). Refer to 
Nguyen, O., and Cairney, S. (2013) and Cairney et al (2015). 
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using innovative techniques, while researchers concerned with relevance highlight the 
diversity across different population groups and contexts, urging caution in applying 
universal approaches. The gap between the two is essentially a conceptual chasm. 
This thesis sets out to bridge the gap through bringing the conceptual and evaluative 
aspects of wellbeing into closer alignment, to ensure that ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ 
are no longer mutually exclusive aims. It provides an opportunity to address the 
question from an alternative ground-up approach by conceptualising, measuring and 
understanding priorities of wellbeing from the perspective of, and according to the 
Yawuru community in Broome, Western Australia. This research serves to inform 
both substantive and evaluative aspects of Indigenous wellbeing. The contribution 
here is not purely results based, process is of equal importance. Much of the thesis 
is concerned with developing emancipatory methodologies through which those 
who are the ‘experts’ on their own lives inform the measures from the bottom up, 
through their own voices. 
This thesis traverses a number of key concepts and definitions in the course of 
operationalising the recognition space. The next section is devoted to discussing and 
clarifying these terms: ‘indicators’, ‘relevance’, ‘culture’, ‘indigenous’, ‘community’ 
and ‘wellbeing’. 
Indicators 
There are many types of indicators. They may be defined in terms of process or 
outcome and they may be grouped in various ways, in terms of ‘dashboard’ sets 
or in a composite form. They are used to describe, rank, measure or represent 
a specific dimension or a range of information. The distinctive aspects of and 
challenges associated with indicators are captured by Davis et al. (2012, p73-74 
emphasis added), who define indicators as a ‘named collection of rank ordered data 
that is generated to present information or data on a complex social phenomenon in a 
simplified manner’. In constructing and using an indicator, clearly one is confronted 
by many issues, such as what underlying concept the indicator represents, how the 
different units or observations of analysis are ordered, and whether the indicator 
accurately summarises the complexity of the underlying phenomenon. Critical to 
this thesis is whether the indicators are universal across different population groups, 
or if the meaning differs depending on context and place. 
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The increasing use of indicators which ensues from global goals and target setting 
has been heavily critiqued (Saith 2006; Merry 2011; Fukuda-Parr 2014). In 
particular, these scholars have argued that in the pursuit of indicator production, 
the fundamental concept behind these measures and the subjective process by which 
these indicators are included and excluded in the reporting process have largely been 
left unquestioned. This creates the unintended consequence of reframing knowledge 
as the knowledge that the observer has, otherwise known as the ‘knowledge effect’ 
(Saith 2006; Merry 2011; Uribe 2012; Fukuda-parr 2013; Fukuda-Parr 2014). 
There is also a ‘governance effect’ associated with the quantification of indicators. In 
the rank ordering of the indicators across individuals, communities and countries, 
there is an assumed stage or progression from one point to another. The ordering of 
these indicators sets a benchmark of high performers against which other groups are 
monitored or compared, while holding governments and countries accountable to 
their performance according to these set of indicators.
Relevance
Earlier in this chapter, the term ‘relevance’ was introduced in the context of Sen’s 
discussion of the importance of capturing the richness of wellbeing experiences in 
the process of evaluating wellbeing, in particular ‘relevance’ for whom. Relevance, 
from a government’s perspective, tends to be assessed in terms of whether an 
indicator is useful in informing government needs and reporting frameworks for 
accountability. From the perspective of statistical agencies, relevance may mean that 
these indicators are reliable, replicable, and generalisable to other groups. However, 
an issue of relevance that is often overlooked is the relevance for indigenous peoples 
and their needs. As the following chapters will demonstrate, much of what is 
available to date is not necessarily useful or statistically functional for indigenous 
community purposes and needs.
Most statistical and government agencies characterise a ‘good’ indicator as simple, 
intuitive, policy-relevant, consensus-based, and relevant to most if not all countries 
and people (Brown 2009; UN-IEAG 2014; SCRGSP 2016). However, from 
indigenous perspectives, fundamental to the construction of indicators is whether 
they reflect indigenous standpoints and lived realities and reveal the nature and 
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significance of collective rights. This goes beyond disaggregating existing indicators 
with ethnic markers to include indicators which serve as information tools for 
indigenous peoples, not just policy makers (Tebtebba 2008). 
This discrepancy highlights the growing decoupling between what Dutta (2010) 
refers to as indicator generators versus indicator targets (those whom indicators 
measure). Indicator generators often consist of a panel of experts chosen for their 
content and perhaps technical expertise on the subject matter; therefore they use 
a set of criteria informed by their expertise and background to determine which 
indicators to include. There appears to be a lack of communication between 
indicator producers and users and a consequent lack of synergy between what the 
former consider to be indicators of wellbeing and what the targets (indigenous 
peoples in this case) might consider to be indicators that represent what living well 
means for them. 
Culture
It is not the intention here to unpack numerous theoretical complexities of culture 
and indigenous peoples, but the concept of culture is important to this thesis and 
requires a few initial observations. Firstly, scholars have found the term culture very 
difficult to define (Spencer-Oatey 2012). Notwithstanding, there has been numerous 
efforts towards conceptualising and defining what is meant by ‘culture’. In an early 
critical review of concepts and definitions of culture, (Kroeber and Kluckhohn 
1952, p181) compiled a list of 164 different definitions appearing in just a single 
discipline, that is anthropology. As a way forward, they came up with the following 
definition which remains in use today:
Culture consists of—patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior 
acquired and transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive 
achievement of human groups, including their embodiments in artifacts; 
the essential core of culture consists of traditional (i.e. historically 
derived and selected) ideas and especially their attached values; culture 
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systems may, on the one hand, be considered as products of action, 
on the other as conditioning elements of further action (Kroeber and 
Kluckhohn 1952)
Culture as described above point to its encompassing nature but also to the 
multiplicity and complex ways that culture is learned, expressed and reproduced. 
Cultural expressions have its traditional points of reference, but these are also non-
unitary, dynamic, evolving over time and space, and a product of interaction with 
the surroundings including other forms of cultural groups. 
The role of culture in development has been debated extensively, with discussions 
oscillating between culture as being irrelevant, to culture being a barrier to 
development and culture as an important phenomenon in explaining the growth 
and wealth trajectories of countries and population groups (Escobar 1995; Harrison 
and Huntington 2000; Rao and Walton 2004; Woolcock 2014). Escobar (1995) 
argued that viewing culture as a barrier or a problem is attributable to the power 
relations that exist in framing the development discourse and the groupings of 
countries based on a set of characteristics. He goes on to state that the system which 
creates and perpetuates these observed inequalities is labelled ‘culture’ and brings 
with it a set of assumptions (Escobar 1995). 
In relation to development and wellbeing, Sen (2004b, p37-38) argued that ‘there is 
no dispute that culture matters for wellbeing. The real question is how does culture 
matter’. There is a body of work which advocates for the importance of culture in 
the conceptualisation of wellbeing, that sees wellbeing as primarily a socially and 
culturally constructed process and experience (White 2016). For indigenous peoples 
around the world, culture is not only expressed through the conception of wellbeing 
but it is a constituent of wellbeing (Watene 2016b). Therefore, definitions and 
conceptions of wellbeing for indigenous peoples must be understood as culturally 
constructed. 
This understanding that ‘culture’ matters in the process of constructing knowledge 
about wellbeing is central to this thesis. It is therefore critical that in the process of 
constructing knowledge about indigenous wellbeing, indigenous people themselves 
are involved in the process of determining what matters according to their cultural 
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worldview. Chapter 2 explores this general point further when considering the 
importance of culture both in constructions of wellbeing conceptions and embedded 
within methodologies of conceptualising and evaluating wellbeing. 
Indigenous
A main focus of this thesis is a more nuanced understanding of indigenous wellbeing 
as a concept for evaluation. Fundamentally this entails clarifying what is meant 
by ‘indigenous peoples’ and what is understood and described as wellbeing. There 
is no one official definition of ‘indigenous’, reflecting the difficulty in capturing 
the cultural, geographical and historical diversity and experience that exists within 
countries and across the world (Corntassel 2003; Axelsson et al. 2011). Indigenous 
peoples can be found in practically every region of the world, and living on ancestral 
homelands in a wide variety of contexts from major cities to remote, rainforests, 
mountain regions, desert plains, the arctic and small Pacific islands. Their territories 
cover approximately 24 per cent of the land worldwide and host 80 per cent of the 
world’s biodiversity (UN 2009). Australia’s First Peoples are usually divided into two 
distinct ethnic groups, Aboriginal Australians and Torres Strait Islanders. In official 
statistics, a person is considered Indigenous if she or he self-identifies as Aboriginal 
and/or Torres Strait Islander and is accepted by an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander community (Department of Aboriginal Affairs 1981). The Indigenous status 
of individuals taken as an aggregate, comprises the Indigenous ‘population’. 
However, the production and representation of the lives of indigenous peoples 
through the binary of indigenous and non-indigenous populations reduces 
indigenous peoples, their unique history, affiliation to country, and cultural identity 
to a statistical creation based on aggregated individual level data (Rowse 2012; 
Walter and Andersen 2013). The distinction between ‘peoples’ and ‘population’ is 
a significant one. As Rowse (2012, p4-5) notes, when we refer to Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders as a ‘peoples’, we are thinking about them as collectives with 
self-governing capabilities and rights as opposed to referring them as a ‘population’. 
This ‘people’ versus ‘population’ distinction may seem subtle but is critically 
important in the political struggle for recognition of Australia’s Indigenous peoples 
and has implications for Indigenous affairs policy. Indigenous affairs policy in 
Australia has recognised Australia’s First People as both ‘peoples’ and ‘population’. 
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While land rights and native title point to the recognition of the collectives of self-
governing rights-holding peoples, policies such as closing the statistical gap suggest a 
focus on the Indigenous population. 
Community
In the previous section, the definition of Indigenous in Australia comprised of 
three criteria including acceptance by an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
community. This raises the question of what is an Aboriginal community and 
how does one define the composition and boundaries of that community  
(Peters-Little 2000). 
Definitions and usage of what is considered ‘community’ largely falls under two 
categories—locality based or membership/people based. Communities defined on 
localities are identified using physical boundaries such as suburb, region or town. 
From a relational perspective, the identification is through shared interest, beliefs 
and culture which may instil a sense of belonging (Gusfield 1975). 
Notions of community membership in the Indigenous context are complex, 
consisting of both physical and relational aspects which themselves are intertwined. 
This is further complicated by socio-historical and contemporary challenges 
in identifying and determining what one’s community is (Peters-Little 2000). 
Historical policies which led to the displacement of Indigenous peoples from 
their traditional country, the removal of children by the state and the increasing 
urbanisation of the Indigenous people are some examples of this complexity. Much 
of the statistical analysis of Indigenous communities tends to occur in relation to 
locality. In Australia, discrete Indigenous communities are defined as ‘a geographic 
location, bounded by physical boundaries, and inhabited or intended to be 
inhabited predominantly by Indigenous peoples’ (ABS 2001). More often, these 
physical locations imply that people living there have a shared language, culture, 
history and kinship, but this does not always follow and the situation is often much 
more complex (Holcombe 2000). 
In this thesis, when the term ‘community’ is used, unless stated otherwise, it refers 
specifically to the Yawuru community. Following Yawuru practice, this includes the 
relational aspect of community, one that is premised on Yawuru’s connection to 
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country and the Bugarrigarra5, yet it is also locational as the connection is tied to 
the physical locality of Broome in Western Australia. Composition of community 
also includes Yawuru individuals who may not be living in Broome but are still part 
of the Yawuru community through their relational, historical and cultural ties to 
Broome and to Yawuru families. Lastly, the definition of the Yawuru community 
also recognises Yawuru as a corporate group of native title holders, with rights, 
interest and responsibilities over Broome and the surroundings. 
Wellbeing
This brings us to the final, and perhaps most pertinent area of the thesis: the concept 
of wellbeing. In Chapter 2, a comprehensive literature review of wellbeing will be 
presented and synthesised. In this section, the key developments that have occurred 
in the wellbeing literature across the conceptual, methodological and policy realms 
will be briefly outlined. 
Concepts
People and societies have been concerned with ‘progress’ and living standards for 
hundreds of years (Giovannini et al. 2011, p95). Ideas about progress have changed 
over time, shaping how societies and nations understand, represent and monitor 
themselves (Pink et al. 2014). The work of economist Simon Kuznets in the 1930s 
cemented the preoccupation with Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a measure of 
national progress. For the next four decades following the Great Depression and the 
Second World War, improving and sustaining economic growth became the focus 
of many government and international agencies around the world (Costanza et 
al. 2009; Fleurbaey 2009). A few key factors, however, led to a shift in focus from 
economic production to wellbeing. 
Firstly, seminal work by (Easterlin 1974) demonstrated the lack of association 
between GDP per capita and the living standards of individuals, prompting enquiry 
into the creation of wellbeing indicators to complement national production 
5. Bugarrigarra is the core of Yawuru cosmology. Bugarrigarra is the time before time, when the 
creative forces shaped and gave meaning and form to the landscape, putting the languages to 
the people within those landscapes and creating the protocol and laws for living within this 
environment Yawuru RNTBC. (2011, p13)
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indicators such as the Canadian Index of Wellbeing (2016). Secondly, the focus of 
GDP on market activities, and the resulting neglect of unpaid ‘work’, the impact of 
economic activities on the sustainability of the environment and the distinctiveness 
of cultures or societies with large non-market sectors, have also highlighted the need 
for a broader suite of measures (Waring 1999). Thirdly, there has also been a gradual 
shift from evaluating standard of living through a survival lens of basic living needs, 
to an emphasis on thriving and living well (Ben-Arieh 2008). Previously, the focus 
of policy was through a deprivation lens; the population of interest was the subset 
of the population living below a minimum threshold. However, the increasing 
prominence of wellbeing as a measure serves to broaden the policy focus to the 
entire population, not just a subset, across wide-ranging aspects of living standards, 
not just deprivation. These factors prompting the wellbeing agenda all highlight the 
individual as the measure of interest, not just the household, community or nation, 
a shortcoming of the current way in which wellbeing is conceptualised. 
The pathway to this point has been shaped and helped along the way via different 
schools of thoughts and perspectives. An important dialogue occurring in the space 
of alternative understandings of living well has been driven by indigenous peoples 
(Durie 2006; Merino 2016; Watene 2016b). By mobilising a wellbeing agenda 
which starts from a relational view, indigenous peoples are promoting the centrality 
of a collective sense of wellbeing, not just individual wellbeing, and emphasising the 
importance of sustaining one’s relationship to the natural world and environment. 
Expressions such as buen vivir, sumak kawsay—which translates to ‘to live well’—
have emerged as indigenous worldviews of the ‘good life’ in Latin America and 
gained traction within the literature on wellbeing (Ruttenberg 2013; Waldmüller 
2014; Merino 2016).
Methodology 
Indicators as a way of representing and reporting on social life across various 
domains emerged in the 1960s from the social indicators movement (Bauer 
1966; Sheldon and Moore 1968). As our understanding and consensus on the 
multidimensionality of wellbeing has grown, over time, so too has the range of 
indicators to cover the breadth and depth of wellbeing. As the range of indicators 
multiplies and widens, composite indices are increasingly used to aggregate a 
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range of indicators in a summary index. Composite indices are used because of 
their simplicity and single number approach, which helps garner the attention 
of the public and policy makers (Ravallion 2010; Santos and Santos 2014). The 
Human Development Index (HDI), summarising human development across three 
dimensions, is perhaps the most well-known composite measure. More recently, the 
Happy Planet Index, Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), Canada’s Index of 
Wellbeing and OECD’s Better Life Initiative are some examples of more complex 
composite indices covering a broader range of dimensions. 
The practice of goal setting and accounting for a comprehensive understanding 
of wellbeing means that indicator production is set to continue in a significant 
way. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, with 17 goals and 169 targets 
have a proposed framework of 230 indicators for reporting and monitoring. These 
will create pathways of indicators production internationally. The growing use of 
composite indices has increased the focus on methodological considerations and 
challenges in constructing such indices, namely selection of dimensions and the 
weighting of dimensions (OECD 2008; Ravallion 2010; Santos and Santos 2014). 
Pol icy  Context
Australia has been a key player in the measurement of progress and wellbeing. 
The Australian Treasury Wellbeing Framework along with the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics’ (ABS) Measuring Our Progress frameworks are important drivers 
of wellbeing measurement for the Australian population. In the early 2000s, the 
Australian Treasury developed the Wellbeing Framework to guide its policy with the 
aim of improving the wellbeing of all Australians, moving away from just improving 
the living standards of all Australians. The Treasury Wellbeing Framework was 
revised in 2011. The pursuit of wellbeing under the Treasury framework focuses 
on three key aspects: wellbeing is about a life that individuals have reason to value 
showing the, the individual is the unit of importance for wellbeing considerations, 
and what is of value to the individual is important in understanding wellbeing 
(Gorecki and Kelly 2012). The ABS became the first national statistical agency to 
assess whether life is getting better through a compendium of indicators across a 
diverse selection of measures (Pink et al. 2014).
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This chapter has provided an overview of the key developments and challenges in 
wellbeing measurement, in particular the emerging growth of wellbeing indicators 
and the trend towards quantification. The chapter also provided a brief summary of 
the important concepts that the thesis will navigate over the course of understanding 
and measuring indigenous wellbeing as outlined in the next section. 
Structure of the Thesis
This thesis contributes to the broader literature on measuring standard of living with 
a particular focus on wellbeing indicators, methodologies and indigenous peoples. 
There are four parts to the thesis, covering 10 chapters. This section will now broadly 
outline the four parts and provide a description of the chapters within them. 
Part  I :  Sett ing the scene
This thesis is divided into four major parts. Part I, beginning with this chapter, sets 
the backdrop of the research motivation, literature and theoretical framework. 
In this chapter (Chapter 1), the context and rationale for the thesis has been 
outlined and described. In particular, the growing trend of quantification and use 
of indicators for accountability is used as backdrop for explaining why it is timely 
and critical to pause and reflect on how we measure, and what we measure. The key 
terms that this thesis traverses are also outlined. 
In Chapter 2, the literature on wellbeing is synthesised at the broad level: substantive 
wellbeing and evaluative wellbeing described through the focal lens of wellbeing 
measures and indicators. An important argument in this chapter is the role of culture 
and context in conceptualising and measuring wellbeing, notably the ‘cultures’ 
of methods and methodologies which are used to construct wellbeing knowledge 
and information. Following that, the common themes of indigenous wellbeing are 
canvassed alongside the strengths and limitations using general frameworks and tools 
to conceptualise and understand indigenous wellbeing. The discussions culminate to 
identify the gap in the literature which points to the lack of interaction between the 
evaluative aspects of wellbeing and the substantive aspects of wellbeing. 
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In Chapter 3, the theoretical framework which underpins the discussions and 
empirical analysis is outlined. Taylor’s recognition space is first acknowledged as 
a useful framework for understanding the literature and policies on indigenous 
wellbeing. The importance of recognition and the recognition space are characterised 
alongside the ways in which one can start to meaningfully engage in this cross-
cultural space. This chapter argues for being cognisant of the importance of 
worldviews, pathways and process in understanding wellbeing. More specifically, the 
way in which methodology and methods matter in the construction of wellbeing 
accounts is highlighted. It is argued that the lens of analysis applied, be it from a 
gendered perspective or an ethnically or culturally diverse perspective, is largely 
influenced by the methodology used. The limitations of established frameworks 
for understanding indigenous wellbeing are outlined using the concept of the 
‘recognition or translation space’. Three approaches are amalgamated in the 
conceptual framework bringing together insights from the Capability Approach, the 
Indigenous research paradigm and the concept of Participatory Research. These three 
approaches help make the argument to go beyond just conceptualising wellbeing 
to understanding the underlying foundations and ontologies of how wellbeing is 
socially and culturally constructed.
Chapter 4 outlines the broad research plan for conceptualising and understanding 
Indigenous wellbeing in Australia focusing on what objects are to be valued and 
the importance of the objects of valuation. It is unlikely that there will be a single 
source of information which enables a nuanced and comprehensive understanding 
of indigenous wellbeing. The chapter therefore proposes and outlines multiple 
approaches using different sets of analysis, drawing on qualitative and quantitative, 
primary and secondary data. The analysis is structured around two parts. In the first 
part, the analysis begins within the traditional approach of evaluating wellbeing. 
The analysis builds on existing tools and indicators such as composite measures, 
subjective wellbeing and social and emotional wellbeing measures by extending the 
traditional approaches through a lens sensitive to culture and context. At this point, 
I ask how extending existing approaches by incorporating indigenous worldviews 
and accounting for context through the gender and place broaden the evaluation 
and understanding of indigenous wellbeing. In the second part, an alternative 
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reframing of indigenous wellbeing is proposed which starts from the ground up, 
working in partnership with Indigenous communities to co-produce knowledge on 
Indigenous wellbeing according to their worldviews and aspirations. 
Part  I I :  A space for ref lect ion—Building on current tools and 
approaches
The operationalisation of the recognition space is undertaken in two parts. This 
section presents the analysis that involves extending the current approaches as a 
means to building on these approaches using existing datasets. 
Chapter 5 presents the first part of the analysis. In the first section, a composite 
measure, the Gender-Related Index for Indigenous Australians (GRIFIA), is 
constructed using the Australian Census 2011. The issues around selection of 
domains and associated indicators and setting of weights are examined using the 
creation of the GRIFIA (Basic) and the GRIFIA (Expanded) which extends the 
index to consider gender and Indigenous-specific notions of wellbeing. The use of 
equal weights versus statistical weights to signify the importance attached to the 
various dimensions is also tested in the construction of the GRIFIA (Expanded). 
In the second section of the analysis, the determinants of subjective wellbeing and 
social and emotional wellbeing for Indigenous Australians are analysed using the 
2008 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS). 
Similar to the previous analysis, two models are estimated. The first model analyses 
subjective wellbeing for Indigenous Australians through a normative framework, 
whereas the second model utilises a broader evaluative space which considers 
indigenous worldviews, lived experiences and aspirations. 
Chapter 5 will demonstrate that analyses using traditional approaches are confined 
to using available datasets and by default focus on examining the wellbeing of the 
Australian Indigenous ‘population’ as aggregated individuals rather than as ‘people’. 
Therefore, the reframing of the research question does not go far enough to capture 
the ‘relevance’ of wellbeing for Indigenous Australians. A fuller picture of wellbeing 
requires a more substantive account achieved through reframing of the issue 
through an alternative approach constructed around a different reference point that 
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recognises indigenous peoples. This alternative approach is concerned with process, 
particularly the development of a more appropriate methodology, one which is 
emancipatory, privileging indigenous worldviews and aspirations. 
Part  I I I :  Experimentat ion—An alternat ive approach from the 
ground up 
In Chapters 6, 7 and 8, the challenge of creating a more substantive account of 
wellbeing through a case study fieldwork survey working from the ground up, and 
in partnership with the Yawuru community in Broome, Western Australia is taken 
up. This PhD research, together with Yawuru’s own agenda to construct a Yawuru 
Wellbeing Index, provided a common ground and opportunity for a partnership 
with the Yawuru to conceptualise Yawuru wellbeing. This alternative approach 
starts from mabu liyan (good feelings) which encapsulates Yawuru’s philosophy 
of wellbeing, thereby privileging Indigenous ways of knowing, seeing and being. 
Working with the Yawuru as a distinct language group further recognises their 
geographical and cultural diversity. This paves the way for a ground-up  
co-production of knowledge in the recognition space reflecting Kukutai and 
Walter’s (2015) recognition principles for addressing statistical functionality for 
Indigenous peoples. 
There are two innovative contributions of this case study. Firstly, it utilises a 
participatory mixed-methods approach in a sequential manner through two 
interconnected phases to conceptualise wellbeing and then select associated 
indicators. Secondly, it uses Best Worst Scaling (BWS) technique as a way to ground 
indigenous voices in the weighting of the composite measure. The two contributions 
ensure that the object of value and the importance attached to the various objects 
of value, which in this case refers to wellbeing are grounded in the values and voices 
from the ground. 
In Chapter 7, the procedures for the qualitative data collection are detailed, 
including the methods used, the sampling procedures, data collection and analysis. 
This chapter leads into Chapter 8, which describes the interconnected quantitative 
phase, the use of BWS to elicit the importance of the different dimensions of 
wellbeing for Yawuru. The process in which data generated in the qualitative phase 
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is transformed for use in the quantitative phase will be further described. Issues of 
potential bias arising from the procedures, the strengths and challenges associated 
with the methodology and its respective phases will also be discussed. 
Part  IV:  What do the different approaches offer?
A synthesis of the differences and similarities across the two approaches is 
undertaken in Chapter 9 to widen and deepen our understanding of Yawuru 
wellbeing in particular and Indigenous Australian wellbeing in general. This is 
done with two questions in mind. Firstly, how does the localised understanding of 
wellbeing enhance and broaden our understanding of deciding what objects are to 
be valued for measuring Indigenous wellbeing. In particular, what are the common 
themes drawn from the two approaches to inform a broad framework of Indigenous 
wellbeing in Australia? 
The findings from extending current approaches and the use of BWS in the Yawuru 
case study will be compared to identify similarities and differences in importance 
attached to common objects of valuation. The findings from Chapter 5 point to a 
set of associations between social, demographic, economic and cultural dimensions 
with self-reported subjective and social and emotional wellbeing. However, the use 
of BWS in Chapter 8 provided an opportunity to ask individuals on the ground to 
select the most and least important aspects of their wellbeing directly. 
Together the approaches allow for the interrogation of whether the relative 
importance of the various wellbeing dimensions elicited through statistical methods 
such as principal component analysis reveal similar responses to a more direct 
approach of asking individuals. Chapter 10 provides concluding remarks on the 
process, the findings and implications for Indigenous communities, researchers and 
for the government. It ends with a discussion of future work potentially stemming 
from this thesis and a reflection on the research process and methodology with my 
community collaborator, Yawuru woman Eunice Yu. 
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Chapter 2
Wellbeing—Indigenous conceptions  
and correlates
Beyond GDP to wellbeing
Since the 1970s, the need to complement the pursuit of economic growth with 
broader measures of standard of living has been promoted. This reflected, in 
part, the recognition that income was not a strong predictor of happiness or life 
satisfaction (Easterlin 1974). As a result, scholars, policy makers and practitioners 
began to shift their attention to understanding what alternative measures of a 
‘good life’ might look like (McGillivray and Clarke 2006; Stiglitz et al. 2009; 
Selin and Davey 2012; Graham and Nikolova 2015; OECD 2015). This has 
been accompanied by the birth and growth of a myriad of measures to evaluate 
standard of living alongside GDP per capita. Some examples include the Human 
Development Index (HDI), the Happy Planet Index, Adjusted GDP and the 
Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI). Although the various approaches are all 
ultimately concerned with the concept of a ‘good life’, the different approaches 
give the term ‘wellbeing’ different meanings and measures. 
In tandem with this global agenda is a growing body of literature which serves 
to deconstruct the normative way in which wellbeing is conceptualised and 
characterised. There are two substantial bodies of literature in this space. The first 
is primarily driven from developing countries or the global south (Escobar 1995; 
Gough et al. 2006; White et al. 2014; White and Blackmore 2016). The second, 
which is where this thesis is situated, is occurring within the indigenous movement 
of conceptualising and measuring wellbeing according to the worldviews of 
indigenous peoples (Richmond et al. 2005; Adelson 2009; Heil 2009; Izquierdo 
2009; Merino 2016; Watene 2016b; Yap and Yu 2016c). 
This chapter provides a comprehensive critical overview of theories, concepts and 
measures of wellbeing using a proposed Wellbeing Framework. This framework 
brings together the substantive and evaluative wellbeing literature through the 
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lens of ‘measures and indicators of wellbeing’ to highlight the complexities of 
understanding and measuring indigenous wellbeing. This chapter first seeks to 
consolidate the literature on wellbeing before highlighting the different ways in 
which wellbeing has been understood over time, along with the consensus and 
contestations more broadly and from a cross-cultural perspective. 
Brenner (1957) as cited in Shin and Johnson (1978, p478) defined wellbeing as a 
global assessment of a person’s quality of life according to their own chosen criteria. 
More recently, Dodge and colleagues (2012) define wellbeing as the balance point 
between an individual’s resource pool and the challenges faced. The term wellbeing 
is characteristically complex, with multiple interpretations and understandings. 
Furthermore, there is widespread acknowledgement amongst the academic and 
non-academic community that wellbeing is multidimensional, context-specific, and 
consists of both objective and subjective dimensions (Sen 1987; Felce and Perry 
1995; McGillivray and Clarke 2006; Stiglitz et al. 2009; Dodge et al. 2012; Selin 
and Davey 2012; Alkire 2015; OECD 2015; Adler and Seligman 2016; Bache and 
Reardon 2016; White and Blackmore 2016).
In acknowledging the multidimensional nature of wellbeing, measures of wellbeing 
tend to be reported as a dashboard of indicators or aggregated to a composite 
measure. In order to develop usable wellbeing metrics for policy-making that 
adequately capture the relevance of the concept to that population of interest, there 
is a need to understand what wellbeing means and how wellbeing can be represented 
and evaluated. Irrespective of what approach is used, two important aspects need to 
be addressed. Firstly, what are the objects or dimensions that are valued. Secondly, 
what importance is attached to the various objects or dimensions (Sen 1987). The 
latter point is of particular importance if a composite measure is constructed. 
The literature on wellbeing has grown exponentially in the last four decades. 
Historically, the interest was primarily contained within the fields of philosophy 
and theology; today it includes a wide range of disciplines such as psychology, 
politics, sociology, anthropology and economics (Frey and Stutzer 2002; Diener and 
Seligman 2004; Tiberius 2006; Mathews and Izquierdo 2009; Thin 2009; Graham 
2012; Haybron 2015). Prima facie, it appears that the term wellbeing is often used 
synonymously with happiness, life satisfaction, health and quality of life. However, 
there are subtle and distinct ideological differences that stem from disciplinary, 
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historical and philosophical underpinnings. As a result the chosen indicators used to 
express or represent those definitions will differ. Later in this chapter, the distinctions 
between the various definitions and associated measures will be revisited. 
Indigenous peoples—chal lenging the wel lbeing discourse
The OCED Better Life Initiative, which sets the agenda for much of the 
international wellbeing framework, identifies wellbeing domains to include 
housing, income, jobs, community, education, environment, civic engagement, 
health, life satisfaction, safety, and work life balance. Across many of these 
standard universal domains and metrics of progress, indigenous peoples are 
consistently represented in the bottom of the distribution within countries and 
between countries, developing and developed (Stephens et al. 2005; Cooke et 
al. 2007; Mitrou et al. 2014; Anderson et al. 2016). This has culminated in the 
design of policies and programs in several countries aimed at improving the lives 
of indigenous people through targeting of these underperforming indicators. 
While these indicators may be important for Indigenous wellbeing, the focus 
on ‘gaps’ tends to frame the policy discourse through a deficit lens (Altman and 
Fogarty 2008; Kowal 2008; Altman 2009; Gorringe et al. 2011; Fforde et al. 
2013). Furthermore, the constructing and representing of indigenous peoples’ 
circumstances through a particular Western neoliberal lens, results in a view of 
indigenous wellbeing as a problem which needs to be fixed and improved, rather 
than a life project whereby indigenous peoples can set the agenda for their own 
wellbeing (Blaser et al. 2004; Peterson 2005; Johns 2008). 
Indigenous peoples have not been silent on this matter. In challenging the discourse 
of wellbeing, indigenous peoples have mobilised a self-determination movement 
which is centred on their worldviews and priorities (Grieves 2007; Taylor et al. 2012; 
Rigney and Hemming 2014; Taylor et al. 2014; Kukutai and Walter 2015; Kukutai 
and Taylor 2016a; Watene 2016a). At the international level, groups such as the 
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) contribute to the 
higher level discussions around the Millennium and Sustainable Development Goals 
through working documents and thematic workshops. These instruments serve to 
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inform how the international agenda can and should consider how indicators and 
measures could be more culturally appropriate, and reflect indigenous worldviews 
and lived realities. 
At the most basic level, these forums have called for further disaggregation of 
existing indicators by ethnicity. There is however a bigger impetus to collect 
culturally relevant data which is fit for purpose for indigenous peoples according to 
their worldviews and to redefine progress according to their terms (Yu 2012; Walter 
and Andersen 2013; Kukutai and Walter 2015; Watene and Yap 2015; Kukutai and 
Taylor 2016a). The Working Group on Indicators established by the International 
Indigenous Forum on Biodiversity tabled the following themes as being related to 
indigenous wellbeing across regions and country. They include traditional knowledge 
and practices, land and territories, health of the ecosystem, health, rights, leadership, 
and self-determination on matters affecting their wellbeing (Tebtebba 2008).
At the national level, movements such as the Alternative Indicators of Wellbeing 
of Melanesia and sumak kawsay (Malvatumauri National Council of Chiefs and 
Vanuatu National Statistics Office 2012; Waldmüller 2014) are just examples of 
alternative development paradigms offered by indigenous peoples to counter the 
broader movement towards universalising wellbeing and to reclaim greater control 
over how they are represented in the broader discussion. These movements are 
not only concerned with conceptual and operational aspects of wellbeing; more 
importantly, they are seen as enablers of self-determination in a broader political 
sense (Taylor et al. 2012; Taylor et al. 2014; Merino 2016). 
Indigenous communities are also mobilising an agenda for representing their own 
wellbeing aspirations at the local level. In Aotearoa New Zealand, iwi (Māori tribes) 
as regional and national stakeholders, are influencing the economic, social and 
cultural wellbeing of their communities in ways that were previously unthinkable 
(Kukutai and Rarere 2013, p1). Iwis such as Whakatōhea and hapus (sub-tribes) 
such as Ngāti Whātua Ōrākei are mobilising a self-determination agenda from 
the ground up to be better informed of the needs of their members through the 
conduct of wellbeing surveys and censuses to generate information specific to their 
community needs. 
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The Whakatōhea Wellbeing Survey of 750 Whakatōhea descendants aged 15 years 
and over living in Opotoki in 2008, for example, examined wellbeing across the 
domains of housing, general wellbeing, service utilisation, health, social environment 
and education. Other information included knowing te reo Māori (language), 
tikanga (customs and practices) and having close connection to whānau (family) 
and whenua (land) (Erickson 2012). In Australia, native title determinations now 
provide a platform for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander groups to consider what 
development alternatives exist, the composition of their community and how their 
community wellbeing can be measured according to their worldviews sense (Taylor 
et al. 2012; Taylor et al. 2014; Yu 2011; Yu 2012; Yap and Yu 2016b). 
Indicators as a representat ion of  wel lbeing concepts and a 
tool  for  evaluat ing wel lbeing
Parallel to the proliferation of wellbeing research and policies is the rhetoric of 
quantification, which stems from the growing move towards evidence-based funding 
(Espeland and Stevens 2008; Merry 2011). The famous adage ‘what gets measured 
gets managed’ implies that if something is not quantifiable, it is likely to be ignored 
in the decision-making process. As the international community moves to the 
post-2015 era of the Sustainable Development Goals, the production and use of 
indicators to monitor and report on the progress of countries and societies is set to 
continue in a significant way. UN Statistics has released a document ‘A World that 
Counts’ which notes that in order to address the needs above, more investments 
towards improved data for monitoring and accountability will be required, citing 
huge data and knowledge gaps as impetus (UN-IEAG 2014). 
There are many different categories of indicators, ranging from process indicators 
to outcome indicators. Indicators, in particular statistical indicators, have long been 
used to describe and measure aspects such as the environment, social outcomes, 
governance, law, economics, violence and health (Davis et al. 2012; Fukuda-Parr and 
Yamin 2014; Merry 2016). In the last few decades, as narratives of development shift 
from focusing on economic growth to wellbeing, so has the intellectual energy and 
resources deployed into the pursuit of indicators related to the human development 
and wellbeing paradigm (Saith 2006). 
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Davis et al. (2015, p10) suggests there are four phases in the trajectory of developing 
and using indicators: conceptualization, production, use and the impact. The 
authors argue that the connection between the underlying theory informing the 
indicator, the production of the indicators and the subsequent use and impact of the 
indicators are not necessarily straightforward. These four phases are contingent on 
the actors and institutions involved, the relevant expertise required for the task and 
the amount of resources deployed to develop the indicators. 
Indicators are shaped by a range of factors including technical, conceptual, social 
and political factors. However, in the production of indicators, much of the 
focus becomes one of technicality, emphasising missing or incomplete data and 
comparability over time, place and population (Davis et al. 2012). Scholars have 
argued that indicators sometimes conceal or submerge the ideological biases and 
political decisions which lie behind their production (Arabena 2005; Davis et 
al. 2012; Uribe 2012; Davis et al. 2015; Merry 2016, p8). As a result, the set of 
values associated with an ‘ideal society’ underpinning the broader political agenda 
of indicator production largely remain unquestioned. Over time, the fundamental 
concept behind the production of these measures and the subjective process in which 
these indicators are generated remained unchallenged, resulting in two unintended 
consequences, the ‘knowledge effect’ and the ‘policy or governance effect’ (Merry 
2011; Davis et al. 2012; Fukuda-Parr 2014). 
The ‘knowledge effect’ occurs through reframing our understanding of the 
underlying concept and the creation of dichotomies in how we understand and view 
the concept (Merry 2011; Uribe 2012; Fukuda-Parr 2014). This is done through 
the act of labelling and reducing the phenomenon into an indicator; quantifying 
the indicators without contextualising the phenomenon that the indicators purport 
to represent (Merry 2011). For example, the selecting and labelling of indicators 
such as life expectancy and satisfaction with self-rated health within the health 
domain of wellbeing in the OCED Wellbeing compendium explicitly and implicitly 
acknowledges that achieving wellbeing is characterised by improvements in these 
items. The choice of a particular set of indicators to represent that notion of health 
as opposed to other possible indicators assumes these indicators are universally 
desired, and go some way towards framing the concept of wellbeing where local 
particularities and idiosyncrasies are submerged (Szreter et al. 2004; Merry 2011, 
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pS84). More critically, if the dimensions at the margins are fundamental to the 
experience of wellbeing, the exclusion of this set of indicators may result in policies 
that do not necessarily improve the wellbeing of the individuals and nations.
The quantification and ranking of these indicators, in particular composite 
indicators, categorises populations and nations into low, medium, or high 
performers, and generates the ‘governance or policy effect’. The indicators often 
set the standards against which progress is monitored and therefore implicitly 
rewarded or penalised, creating incentives for behaviour change and shifting the 
power dynamics of decision making (Merry 2011; Uribe 2012; Fukuda-Parr 2014). 
Consequently, governments and international agencies have the incentive to design 
policies which result in a better ranking in these indicators. Both the knowledge 
and governance effects reinforce each other. As indicators become normalised and 
institutionalised as a key agenda, the evidence base around these indicators grows, 
reinforcing their visibility and further adding to the ‘knowledge effect’. 
To provide a broader context for conceptualising and measuring indigenous wellbeing, 
it is useful to first consider the well-established literature on wellbeing generally 
using a proposed Wellbeing Framework. The following sections examine how 
wellbeing is defined, how it is understood and why it matters. The advances made in 
operationalising these concepts and the challenges that remain are also considered. 
A proposed framework for navigating the wellbeing 
literature 
In the edited volume titled ‘Culture, Place and Methods’, the four faces of 
wellbeing—evaluative, substantive, subjective and objective—are introduced as a 
way of navigating the various wellbeing approaches in public policy across multiple 
schools of thought White (2016, p6–7). Much of the literature canvassed in this 
section of the thesis can be broadly grouped into ‘substantive’ aspects of wellbeing 
and ‘evaluative’ aspects of wellbeing. Scholars interested in substantive wellbeing 
are primarily concerned with the how wellbeing is conceptualised by different 
population groups in different contexts. The other body of literature attempts to cast 
a spotlight on the evaluative aspect of wellbeing using indicators or measures as the 
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object of interest, and questioning what brings about improvements in wellbeing 
across the objective and subjective domains (White 2016). In the rest of this chapter, 
the literature on wellbeing will be summarised from these two perspectives. 
The scope of wellbeing literature and key concerns that this chapter explores is 
usefully framed in the Wellbeing Framework set out in Fig. 2.1. In the development 
of wellbeing indicators, the process and order in which indicators are developed 
matters. Davis et al. (2015, p14) states ‘Which comes first—the data availability or 
the problem to be measured? Does one look at what the data are and decide how 
to use them, or does one conceptualise the measures and then look for data to plug 
in? Or does one search for funds to collect new data?’ Depending on the process or 
order that one pursues, the indicators which emerge from the conceptual process 
may not translate to the same indicators used in the evaluation process. 
This is one of the factors motivating the link between the substantive and evaluative 
literature on wellbeing through indicators as a channel through which wellbeing 
concepts can and have been operationalised and the challenges this presents. The 
role of culture and context in understanding and measuring wellbeing is introduced 
in the Wellbeing Framework. Two aspects of particular interest are how culture and 
context matters in the process of translating concepts into measures and the process 
of framing and interpreting in evaluating wellbeing. 
Fig. 2.1. Wellbeing Framework 
Measures 
and indicators 
of wellbeing
Substantive Evaluative
Culture and context
Conceptualising
and translating
Framing and
interpreting
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The elements in the Framework highlight two important points. On one end, 
the substantive domain, wellbeing is understood as being constructed according 
to one’s culture and context. At the other end, culture and context also matter in 
evaluating wellbeing. In Fig. 2.1, attention is further drawn to the way in which 
culture and context underpins the translation of wellbeing concepts to measures, and 
frames wellbeing evaluations. This has an impact on how wellbeing knowledge is 
constructed (White 2016, p2). Indigenous wellbeing as a particular group of interest 
where the role of culture and context is critical to the substantive and evaluative 
understandings of wellbeing will be described in later sections of this chapter. In 
the following sections of this chapter, the substantive wellbeing literature will be 
discussed alongside the measures which have ensued from the concepts of wellbeing, 
followed by the literature on evaluating wellbeing. 
The ‘good life’ was originally conceived as a flourishing, fulfilled and worthwhile 
life, lived in accordance with complete virtue by Aristotle (1962) in his work 
Nicomachean Ethics. Today, wellbeing can be theorised as meeting one’s basic needs, 
and can be seen as an extension to notions of health, expressed as a person’s freedom 
and agency, or described as feeling happy and satisfied (Streeten et al. 1981; Sen 
1999; Nussbaum 2000; Layard 2005). This brings us to the first aspect of interest, 
substantive wellbeing. 
Substantive wellbeing—Concepts of wellbeing 
There are various theories of wellbeing from the most rudimentary of models 
looking at wellbeing as satisfying basic needs to eudaimonic aspects of wellbeing 
that focus on having a meaningful life or having a higher purpose than oneself 
(Hicks and Streeten 1979; Streeten et al. 1981; Seligman 2011; Seligman 2012). 
Acknowledging that there are intrinsic benefits that come from the freedom 
to choose and define the kind of life that one values gave rise to the capability 
approach, which emphasises pathways towards wellbeing, not just achievements (Sen 
1999; Nussbaum 2000). Social determinants of health and social inclusion/exclusion 
are further extensions to theories of wellbeing (Wilkinson and Marmot 2003; 
Marmot 2015). It is beyond the scope of this thesis to do justice in detailing all of 
the approaches. Instead, the conceptions that are most relevant for the thesis will be 
discussed here and largely fall within the following four approaches—wellbeing as 
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meeting one’s basic needs, wellbeing as utility maximisation, wellbeing as capabilities 
and wellbeing as holistic health. In the following section, the various schools of 
thought and the respective measures used to represent them will be described. 
Wellbeing as basic needs ful f i lment 
At the most basic level, wellbeing can be characterised as the fulfilment of basic 
needs. This approach goes beyond the emphasis on income and growth (GDP) 
to argue that there are basic needs that have to be met in order to have a good 
life. The basic needs approach was developed on the foundation that provision of 
essentials for the full physical, mental and social development of the individual 
is necessary (Streeten et al. 1981; Doyal and Gough 1984; Stewart 1985). The 
idea of basic needs emerged from work by the International Labour Organization 
(ILO) and gained policy influence when a commission, led by Paul Streeten, was 
set up to work on this approach. The focus of this approach is on how resources 
such as health services and infrastructure can be better mobilised and how 
government and aid agencies can improve service provision to ensure that basic 
needs are met (Deneulin 2009). 
Many of the basic needs discussed in the literature are concerned with key indicators 
around being well-nourished, being educated, and being adequately sheltered. This, 
however, ignores pathways towards satisfying or meeting that need. Sen’s (1999) 
distinction between an individual who is malnourished as a result of exercising their 
freedom to fast versus another who has no access to adequate food highlights the 
importance of broadening the evaluation space beyond just the outcomes observed. 
One of the most cited basic needs models is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs that 
provides a tiered approach to looking at needs. It starts at the most basic level of 
satisfying physiological needs first. As each level of needs is met, the fulfilment of 
higher order needs such as love, relationships and self-esteem begin to take shape 
(Maslow 1943). 
Wellbeing as ut i l i ty 
Utility as understood by economists refers to the benefit that is derived from the 
consumption of a particular good or commodity. For the most part, economists 
around the world are preoccupied with the theory of utility maximisation as a proxy 
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for individual welfare. This could be defined as pleasure or happiness. In 1781, 
Jeremy Bentham argued that the presence of pleasure and absence of pain are the 
defining characteristics of a good life. Since then, improvements in the field of 
positive psychology in terms of measuring affective emotions and life valuations have 
led to an appreciation of the value of subjective wellbeing (Cummins 1996; Diener 
et al. 1999; Layard 2005; Kahneman and Krueger 2006; Cummins and Mead 2008; 
Seligman 2012). This was further elevated by the Stiglitz et al (2009) report when 
the authors endorsed the view that how one feels life is going is just as important as 
how one’s life is actually going. The subjective wellbeing area, previously very much 
the domain of social psychologists, now permeates across the fields of economics, 
anthropology, sociology and health more generally (Frey and Stutzer 2002; Frey 
2008; Mathews and Izquierdo 2009; Thin 2012). 
In the 1990s, subjective wellbeing was taken to consist of two distinctive 
components—affective (presence of positive and the absence of negative) and 
cognitive (life valuation) (Diener et al. 1999). More recently, Graham and Nikolova 
(2015) categorised subjective wellbeing into three components—hedonic, evaluative 
and eudaimonic. The hedonic approach of subjective wellbeing, sometimes called 
‘affective wellbeing’ (the Benthamite approach), accentuates constructs such as 
happiness, positive and negative effects or pleasant and unpleasant effects (Graham 
and Nikolova 2015). This aspect of subjective wellbeing has been most prominent 
in policy, with countries such as Bhutan, the United Kingdom and Japan explicitly 
focusing on happiness as a policy goal. 
Cognitive or life valuation forms the second dimension of subjective wellbeing. 
This component is a reflective assessment of one’s life as a whole rather than 
a description of an emotional state (Graham and Nikolova 2015). The third 
component of subjective wellbeing is eudaimonic wellbeing (sometimes referred 
to as psychological wellbeing by some scholars) which reflects the Aristotelian 
philosophical underpinnings of what makes life worth living and what gives life 
purpose. Eudaimonic wellbeing highlights positive psychological functionings, 
human development and focuses on flourishing and realisation of human potential 
(Ryff 1989; Ryan and Deci 2001; Dodge et al. 2012; Graham and Nikolova 2015). 
The OECD (2013a) noted the conceptual framework of this aspect of subjective 
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wellbeing is less well-established than the cognitive and hedonic aspects of wellbeing. 
There are however, several exceptions to this, in particular work by Ryff (1989), 
Ryan and Deci (2001) and Seligman (2012).
In Ryff’s (1989) psychological wellbeing model, six dimensions are proposed 
including autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, purpose in life, self-
acceptance and positive relationships. Ryan and Deci (2001) theorised that there 
are three basic psychological needs for the achievement of wellbeing at the personal 
level—autonomy, competence and relatedness. Seligman’s most recent work on 
flourishing is a further addition in this identified gap in the literature. His book 
‘Flourish’ deepens the discussion from positive emotions of happiness towards a 
broader all-encompassing definition of flourishing (Seligman 2012). A person is 
said to leading a flourished life if the five buildings blocks are present (PERMA)– 
Positive Emotion (P), Engagement (E), Relationships (R) Meaning (M) and 
Accomplishment (A). 
Wellbeing as hol ist ic health 
The most widely used definition of health is conceived by the World Health 
Organisation and defines health as a state of complete physical, mental and social 
well-being, not merely the absence of disease or infirmity WHO (1946). The 
idea of social determinants of health rejects the traditional biomedical model 
of looking at health by using a more holistic approach (Solar and Irwin 2010). 
Not surprisingly, the term wellbeing therefore is often used in conjunction with 
health or complementarily with notions of health in a holistic sense. The United 
Kingdom’s Black Report on Inequalities in Health in 1980 marked a milestone in 
understanding how social conditions shape health inequities (Black et al. 1980). 
Concepts of health are primarily confined within the physical domains of health 
and highlight lifestyle and risk factors as key determinants of health outcomes. 
Social determinants of health models expand the traditional biomedical models 
to understand social, political and economic conditions which shape and impact 
on the health of the individual across their physical, mental and social wellbeing. 
Some notable determinants in the literature include unemployment, social 
support, stress, quality housing, education and autonomy (Wilkinson and Marmot 
2003; Marmot 2015). 
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Wellbeing as capabi l i t ies expansion 
The capability approach is one way in which human wellbeing has been 
theorised and has emerged as one of the key paradigms of thinking about human 
development, poverty and wellbeing (Sen 1985; Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2000; 
Nussbaum 2003). This approach is concerned with the distinction between 
capabilities and functionings. Functionings can be described as achievements. 
Capabilities are the ability to achieve and are therefore concerned with notions 
of freedom and the real opportunities to live the life one has reason to value Sen 
(1999). In this space, wellbeing is about the expansion of people’s freedom to lead 
the life they have reason to value. Enabling choice and facilitating freedom towards 
wellbeing is therefore seen as a worthwhile goal in itself. Proponents of the capability 
approach argue for a broader evaluative space to understand the individual’s 
command of resources, their ability and freedom to achieve wellbeing and the 
structures that promote or inhibit their pursuit of wellbeing (Alkire 2002b; Clark 
2005; Robeyns 2005a; Stewart 2005; Deneulin 2008; Alkire 2015).
The capability approach does not advocate the privileging of objective or subjective 
measures. Sen (2004a) intentionally chooses not to prescribe a list of functionings 
and capabilities which society should ascribe to; instead leaving that process to be 
dependent on context and reason, privileging deliberative participation. Nussbaum 
(2000) however has a listing of ten central human capabilities which she endorses 
as being critical dimensions universally. They include life expectancy, bodily 
health, bodily integrity, sense imagination and thought, emotions, practical reason, 
affiliation, other species, play, and control over the environment as substantive 
capabilities. The claimed universality of Nussbaum’s list as independent of context 
and cultures, has not gone unchallenged (Clark 2005). 
Notwithstanding the choice of a list or not, the UNDP Human Development 
reports and associated Human Development Indices are the leading products 
stemming from this approach (UNDP 1990; McGillivray and Clarke 2006). 
Arguably, the three dimensions of the HDI do not fully reflect the diversity and 
multidimensionality of human development; they do however, go a step further 
then just comparing income per capita across countries (ul Haq 1995; Fukuda-Parr 
2003b; ul Haq 2003). 
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The measurement of wellbeing—Current approaches
There are several ways in which conceptions of wellbeing are operationalised, the 
most common ways being through the identification of themes, domains and sub-
domains alongside potential indicators and measures. The starting point is often 
theoretical, with the identification of domains undertaken through a panel of 
expertise, by drawing on the existing literature or through participatory approaches 
working with communities and individuals on the ground (Alkire 2007). As 
noted earlier in this chapter, in the process of transforming concepts into potential 
indicators, the binding constraint is often data; therefore the default is to draw on 
existing data sources. These information sources, albeit extensive in some instances, 
often have not been collected for the purpose of evaluating wellbeing, but for the 
purpose of addressing the needs of a range of stakeholders. 
Notwithstanding the data constraints, there are several notable challenges in the 
operationalisation of these concepts to instruments. Firstly, which dimensions and 
indicators should be included? Secondly, if the suite of indicators is to be aggregated, 
how is that carried out and using what type of weights? Thirdly, are these dimensions 
and indicators comparable over time and across sub-population groups? It is likely 
that what constitutes basic needs would be slightly different between those living 
in the slums and those living in affluence. In addition, across different countries, a 
citizen living in a country where political unrest is a day-to-day occurrence is likely 
to have different understandings of a good life in comparison to those living in 
OECD countries. 
Basic needs approach 
The basic needs approach has primarily been operationalised through the lens 
of deprivation and poverty given that the concern of the approach is ensuring 
a minimum standard of living (ODI 1978). Surveys to elicit consumption 
and expenditure profiles and the possession of assets in the household are one 
common approach. Another approach may be to present a set of social and 
economic indicators across the basic needs, or the unsatisfied basic needs identified 
through surveys (Hammill 2009). For example, the measurement of individuals 
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or households with unsatisfied basic needs is potentially synonymous with the 
proportion of the population without access to basic health services, or the varying 
types of sanitation and housing conditions of the individuals and households. 
Uti l i ty  and subject ive wel lbeing 
The advances made in measuring wellbeing as utility have predominantly occurred 
in the hedonic and life evaluation components of subjective wellbeing. Questions to 
elicit the individual’s level of happiness take the following form: ‘Taking all things 
together, would you say you are—very happy, rather happy, not very happy or not 
at all happy?’ In terms of evaluating one’s life, the following question is asked: ‘On 
a scale from 0–10 where 0 means completely dissatisfied and 10 means completely 
satisfied, all things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole?’ The 
Gallup World Poll on the other hand, uses the Cantrill Ladder of Life whereby 
individuals are asked to place themselves at some point on the ladder, where the 
bottom of the ladder represents the worst possible life and the top of the ladder 
represents the best possible life that one can have. 
These questions are becoming standard inclusions in many of the international 
surveys such as the World Values Survey (WVS), and are increasingly incorporated 
into national surveys such as the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) survey and population-specific surveys such as the National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS). The Australian Unity 
Wellbeing Index is a composite measure of life satisfaction across eight domains 
of health, personal relationships, safety, standard of living, current achievement in 
life, community connection, future security, and spirituality or religion (Cummins 
and Mead 2008). Whilst happiness and life satisfaction are sometimes used 
synonymously to describe subjective wellbeing, these are not one and the same. 
Whilst these questions appear to be simple in nature, there are challenges associated 
with interpreting the scales across different individuals as well as cross-culturally. The 
subjectivity of what constitutes ‘very happy’ as a relative construct between different 
persons across different cultures also raises concerns about whether these measures 
can be meaningfully compared across nations (Veenhoven 2012). The presence 
of adaptive preferences and set point theory further complicate how one might 
interpret the extent of subjective wellbeing reported for a society or individual. 
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The former relates to the phenomenon where improvements in living conditions 
often lead to temporary increases in subjective wellbeing as the individuals raise 
their aspiration levels and adapt to the new state in which they are in (Easterlin 
1974; Crettaz and Suter 2013). Set point theory or homeostasis, on the other hand, 
proposes a stable baseline with certain events increasing or decreasing the subjective 
wellbeing temporarily before returning to the original baseline after a time period 
(Lucas et al. 2003). 
Health and wel lbeing 
In terms of wellbeing as holistic health, the most common instrument is the Short 
Form 36, better known as SF-36. The SF-36 captures aspects of eight health 
scales to measure functional status, wellbeing and overall evaluation of health. All 
these factors in combination provide a more comprehensive picture of health and 
wellbeing instead of purely focusing on health conditions (Garratt et al. 1993). 
Some questions include ‘In general, would you say your health is excellent, very 
good, good, fair or poor?’ to capture overall evaluation of health and ‘Did you 
have a lot of energy or did you feel without hope all of the time, most of the time, 
some of the time, little of the time or none of the time?’ to capture social and 
emotional wellbeing. 
Much of the measurement of wellbeing across the subjective and health domains 
relies on self-report measures collected in surveys. As a result, there is a risk that 
respondents may tend to present themselves in a positive manner according to 
what respondents may perceive to be ‘correct or socially acceptable and desirable’ 
(Maccoby and Maccoby 1954). The presence of social desirability bias has been 
found to hold in most if not all types of self-reported measures and needs to be kept 
in mind when evaluating wellbeing (Fisher 1993). 
Capabi l i t ies
In terms of capabilities, the operationalising of that approach has proved to be 
challenging. This is partly due to there being no consensus on a single listing of 
functionings and capabilities. Nussbaum’s (2000) ten central capabilities is an 
exception to this. From an operational perspective, there have been two major bodies 
of work. One body of work operationalises the concept of capabilities by eliciting 
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possible functionings and capabilities of value (Clark 2003; Biggeri and Anich 2009; 
Biggeri et al. 2012). The other body of work have the ambitious aim of measuring 
capabilities either using an existing surveys or specially designed questionnaires 
(Anand et al. 2005; Anand and van Hees 2006; Anand et al. 2009; Graham and 
Nikolova 2015). These approaches have been extended to health economics to 
measure capabilities as an alternative way of looking at quality of life (Coast et al. 
2008; Al-Janabi et al. 2012; Lorgelly et al. 2015). Depending on the definition and 
listing of capabilities and functionings that one subscribes to, there may be scope 
to examine and measure capabilities within existing national surveys using proxy 
instruments (Biddle 2011c). 
Depending on the chosen instruments and indicators of wellbeing, the quantitative 
evaluation of wellbeing primarily occurs in two ways. The first involves examining 
the ranking of outcomes to identify areas of deficiencies or need through a 
composite index. This can be undertaken at an area level (such as regions) or it 
can be done at an individual level, for example creating an index of capabilities for 
each person and identifying characteristics of people with high, medium or low 
level of capabilities. The second approach evaluates wellbeing by interrogating the 
factors which bring about higher self-reported happiness, satisfaction with life or 
psychological distress as the valuation object of interest. These two approaches will 
be the primary focus of the next section of this chapter.
Evaluating wellbeing  
Composite indices of  wel lbeing 
As our understandings of wellbeing have expanded to include a multitude of aspects, 
so has the range of indicators produced and reported. Composite indices have 
emerged as a way in which large suites of measures presented in a dashboard can be 
summarised in a single number (Ravallion 2010; Santos and Santos 2014). These 
composite measures are used to assess variations across the different groups, to rank 
communities or regions in order to identify communities and population where 
wellbeing is considered high or low using the set of outcomes of interest (Noble 
et al. 2006; Cooke et al. 2007; Daly et al. 2008; Biddle 2009; O’Sullivan 2011; 
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OECD 2015). In compiling a suite of existing composite indices, Yang (2014) 
detailed 101 composite measures of human wellbeing and progress covering a range 
of topics including child wellbeing, poverty, sustainability and capabilities. 
The Human Development Index (HDI) is one of the most recognised composite 
indices, constructed annually since 1990 to evaluate how countries perform across 
three domains of health, literacy and standard of living. Countries are categorised 
as being low, medium or high development depending on the HDI score. 
More recently, the OECD Your Better Life Index, developed in 2001, covers 11 
dimensions and 24 indicators. In using a composite measure to evaluate wellbeing, 
there are conceptual and methodological considerations: namely, what dimensions 
and indicators should be included in the index and the type of methodology applied 
for weighting the index (Alkire 2007; OECD 2008; Ravallion 2010; Mazziotta and 
Pareto 2013; Santos and Santos 2014). 
Determinants of  wel lbeing 
There is a rich and established body of work using quantitative methods that 
examine the associations between different factors and the wellbeing measure of 
interest as one way to evaluate wellbeing. Richard Easterlin’s seminal piece in 1974 
brought into question the link between income and wellbeing when he noted that 
while richer individuals were happier than those with lower incomes, there was no 
evidence to suggest that average happiness tracked increases in GDP over time. 
His work spurred much debate and extensive scholarly endeavours to understand 
what determines wellbeing and what might help explain the so called ‘Easterlin 
Paradox’ (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Ferrer-i-Carbonell 2005; Deaton 2008; 
Stevenson and Wolfers 2008; Kahneman and Deaton 2010; Stevenson and Wolfers 
2013). In particular, analysis by Stevenson and Wolfers has contested the Easterlin 
Paradox, suggesting that wealthier societies are happier than poorer societies and 
wealthier individuals are happier than the poor individuals in a given country 
(Stevenson and Wolfers 2008; Stevenson and Wolfers 2013). 
Some potential challenges associated with subjective wellbeing measures have been 
noted in the previous section; in particular adaptive preferences and set point theory 
(Easterlin 1974; Diener and Seligman 2004; Crettaz and Suter 2013). More recently, 
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and using new data, studies have shown that there is a positive relationship between 
wellbeing and income across countries and over time (Deaton 2008; Stevenson and 
Wolfers 2008; Stevenson and Wolfers 2013). The authors showed that there are only 
small increases in wellbeing beyond a certain threshold of income, pointing to the 
possibility of a satiation point (within countries or between countries). 
Advances in the instruments of subjective wellbeing have expanded the ways in 
which evaluative aspects of wellbeing can be carried out empirically (Adler and 
Seligman 2016). Using a range of empirical methods, factors that are associated with 
self-reported feelings of happiness, life satisfaction, and sense of purpose have been 
examined in developed and developing countries, across different sub-population 
groups, and by a range of socio-demographic characteristics for decades (Diener et 
al. 1995; Frey and Stutzer 2002; Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Ferrer-i-Carbonell 
2005; Layard 2005; Kahneman and Deaton 2010; Graham 2012; Graham and 
Nikolova 2015).
Four decades ago, Warner Wilson (1967, p294) suggested that, ‘A happy person 
is a young, healthy, well-educated, well-paid, extroverted, optimistic, worry-free, 
religious, married person with high self-esteem, job morale, modest aspirations, 
of either sex and of a wide range of intelligence’. Many of the factors which the 
author proposed still hold true today. The following section will briefly discuss 
these factors, distinguishing between life satisfaction and happiness as the 
dependent variable of interest. 
Life sat isfact ion (evaluat ive subject ive wel lbeing) 
Many scholars note that the determinants of life satisfaction across countries are 
remarkably consistent and include demographic, socioeconomic and social factors 
(Fleche et al. 2012; Sarracino 2013; Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Ngamaba 2016). 
From a demographic perspective, age, gender and being married are key drivers of 
higher life satisfaction (Blanchflower and Oswald 2004; Powdthavee 2010; Fleche 
et al. 2012). There is also a significant association between socioeconomic status and 
life satisfaction, in particular having higher levels of education (positive) and being 
unemployed (negative) (Carroll 2005). Beyond income, other economic factors such 
as unemployment rates and inflation rates have also been shown to be important for 
life satisfaction (di Tella et al. 2001). 
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The literature also points to the importance of social capital and governance as 
drivers of life satisfaction. Participation in community activities, involvement 
with charity, political and professional organisations, trust in others and quality 
relationships are some examples of social capital indicators which are important for 
wellbeing (Helliwell and Putnam 2004; Sarracino 2013). Using the World Values 
Survey (WVS), which covered 32 countries between 1995 and 2008, Fleche and 
colleagues (2011) found the quality of governance of a country to be an important 
determinant of life satisfaction. In the same study, the authors noted that freedom of 
choice and control also has statistical associations with life satisfaction. This role of 
agency in enabling higher subjective wellbeing confirms existing literature by Alkire 
(2002a) and Veenhoven (2011) and more recently by Graham and Nikolova (2015). 
Personality has been found to be one of the strongest factors associated with 
differences in self-reported subjective wellbeing (Tellegen et al. 1988; González 
Gutiérrez et al. 2005; Soto 2015).6 Several scholars have demonstrated that 
there is an association between the ‘Big Five Traits’ (Extraversion, Agreeableness, 
Conscientiousness, Neuroticism and Openness to Experience) and subjective 
wellbeing (DeNeve and Cooper 1998; González Gutiérrez et al. 2005; Ambrey 
and Fleming 2014). In many Western societies, self-esteem has also been found 
to be a strong predictor of life satisfaction (Campbell 1981). Individuals with 
intrinsic motivation and higher self-esteem have tended to report higher levels of 
subjective wellbeing.
In Australia, a review of the literature shows the following factors as key drivers 
of life satisfaction. Consistent with the international literature, individuals who 
are married, have good health and employed are more likely to report higher life 
satisfaction. Younger and older individuals are also more likely to report higher life 
satisfaction than those in the middle age groups (Shields et al. 2009; Ambrey and 
6. In a famous study Tellegen et al. (1988) compared levels of subjective wellbeing for monozygotic 
and dizygotic twins raised together and raised apart. Their study showed that 40 per cent of the 
variance in positive emotionality and 55 per cent of the variance in negative emotionality was 
attributable to genes, whereas shared familial circumstances accounted for only 22 per cent and 2 
per cent of observed variance respectively. Much work has assessed the role of measured personality 
characteristics and these are also consistently found to be highly significant predictors of subjective 
wellbeing.
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Fleming 2014). Findings in Australia further suggest that location and mobility 
matter, with living in remote areas being associated with higher life satisfaction 
than urban areas and having stayed at the same address for a longer period of time 
associated with lower life satisfaction. Indigenous Australians were also more likely 
to report higher life satisfaction than non-Indigenous Australians (Shields et al. 
2009; Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Biddle 2014b; Manning et al. 2015). 
Research by Cummins and Mead (2008) utilising the Australian Wellbeing Unity 
Index over a ten-year period also proposed that determinants of life satisfaction 
include financial security, personal relationships, being involved in community, 
having a sense of purpose and health. 
Happiness
Parallel to life satisfaction, the literature suggests that many of the key determinants 
of happiness are consistent across countries. In particular factors such as age, 
marital status, friendship, employment status, health and social involvement are all 
associated with happiness (Graham 2012). Frey and Stutzer (2002, p4) argued that 
age has a u-shaped relationship with happiness (young and older people are happier 
than those in middle age), women, those with higher education are happier than 
their counterparts, and those with partners are happier than those without. Having 
been born overseas and having poor health are both associated with lower self-
reported happiness.
Unemployment and higher inflation have also been associated with lower self-
reported happiness whilst individuals living in areas where there is decentralisation 
of policy to local governments as well as democracy have tended to report higher 
affective wellbeing (diTella et al. 2001; Frey and Stutzer 2002). The occurrence 
of major events and experiences in the life course may also increase or decrease 
self-reported happiness. Some major life events which are notable include getting 
married, separating, moving house, having children and losing a loved one (Ballas 
and Dorling 2007). 
The literature on life satisfaction and happiness draws out some salient points, 
notably the importance of relatedness, socioeconomic status, demographic factors 
and the broader political and economic climate. However, the choice of wellbeing 
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measures used as the dependent variable of interest appears to be important for 
examining associations. Within the happiness literature, Graham (2012; 2016) 
suggests that depending on which happiness question is asked, the resulting findings 
may differ. Furthermore, depending on the sample of countries or individuals and 
time period covered in the estimation framework, the findings may deviate from or 
mirror the broader findings. If discrepancies are present, this could be due to either 
methodological differences or difficulties in accounting for cultural and contextual 
factors within the estimation framework. This includes, for example, the way 
questions are interpreted culturally and whether the concept of interest exists in the 
understanding and vocabulary of different cultural groups. 
Kahneman and Deaton (2010) in their analysis compared correlates of cognitive 
and hedonic wellbeing suggested there are differences in the determinants of life 
satisfaction and happiness. They found that high income may be important for life 
valuation but not happiness, while low income was associated with both low life 
valuation and low affective wellbeing. Using survey data from 450,000 US residents 
between 2008 and 2009, the authors further suggested that health, loneliness, 
caregiving and smoking better predict hedonic wellbeing while income and 
education have a greater association with evaluative wellbeing. 
Context, culture and wellbeing
The way in which context and culture influence our understanding and 
measurement of wellbeing was presented in Fig. 2.1. Context can be understood 
spatially (place-based) and temporally (within certain time frames). In both the 
substantive and evaluative literature on wellbeing, context is often used to frame 
the set of analyses or discussion. For example, Fleche et al. (2012) examined key 
determinants in subjective wellbeing across OECD countries, thereby restricting 
their analysis to developed countries. The understandings of wellbeing by the 
indigenous Matsigenka in Peru was the focus of a study by Izquierdo (2009) and 
presents an example of how cultural context matters for the conception of wellbeing. 
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The understanding of place as context brings with it a broader set of political, 
economic, social and cultural conditions which frame the way that wellbeing is 
understood and experienced (Andersen and Poppel 2002; Panelli and Tipa 2007). 
In the introduction, the extensive repository of conceptions and definitions was 
noted Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952). Just as wellbeing conjures up multiple 
interpretations, so does the term ‘culture’ (Throsby 2001; Dockery 2010). In 
this thesis, of particular interest is how culture matters in the conceptions of 
wellbeing and how culture is currently conceived and operationalised within 
the wellbeing literature. Sen (2004b) outlined several ways in which culture can 
matter for development. These include the enrichment of human lives through 
literature, music, fine arts and other forms of cultural expressions to the way in 
which culture influences value formation and norms. More recently, White (2016) 
noted the importance of culture for understanding wellbeing. According to White 
(2016) culture includes how norms and values shape wellbeing experiences, but 
the ‘cultures’ underpinning different methods further frame the construction of 
wellbeing knowledge. 
Conceptualising and translating—How culture and 
context matters 
Conceptions of wellbeing can vary depending on whether one is young or old, 
male or female, living with a disability, whether one is married or single and if 
one has recently experienced a major life changing event (Wadsworth 2016). 
The ways in which some of these factors matter will likely vary depending on 
the context and context is most often place-based. For example, the association 
between employment and wellbeing is likely to depend on whether social security 
is available in the location of study, whether there is a pooling of communal 
resources which may cushion the impact of being unemployed, and whether 
the notion of work is similar and considered important in different countries or 
according to different cultural norms. 
The social-political context in which the individual is situated potentially shapes 
their experience of wellbeing. For example, Graham and Chattopadhyay (2009) 
noted that average happiness scores were higher in Afghanistan compared to 
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the world average, despite individuals in Afghanistan being in less stable and 
prosperous circumstances. The authors offered a few reasons behind this, including 
the exclusion of respondents in conflict zones, which may have implications on the 
survey findings. 
The construction of wellbeing is culturally specific, shaped by one’s upbringing, 
background, norms and values and often tied to the location of the individual 
(Selin and Davey 2012; Camfield 2016; White 2016). The different cultural 
constructions of wellbeing may mean that there is no universal understanding for 
wellbeing (Veenhoven 2012; White 2016). As a result, the pursuit of happiness 
may not be important depending on one’s value systems and norms (Kitayama and 
Markus 2000). Adelson (2009) noted that for many indigenous groups, the Cree 
included, there is no word that translates to ‘health’. She further noted that to not 
be ‘alive well’ is not about not being sick per se, but rather, to be in less than ideal 
circumstances. ‘Miyupimaatisiiun’ is the Cree standard whereby the day-to-day life 
of Cree is gauged according to Cree world views (Adelson 2009, p113). 
White et al. (2014, p737) proposed an ‘inner wellbeing’ measure as a further aspect 
of psychosocial wellbeing in Zambia and India. The Inner Wellbeing measure 
included aspects such as ‘how well are your gods and goddesses looking after you’ 
and ‘to what extent would you say that you feel harm from witchcraft or evil’ as 
possible statements to represent the domain of values and meaning as a concept of 
‘inner wellbeing’. Whilst these measures are unlikely to be universal across peoples 
and countries, they do point to a need to highlight local idiosyncrasies in the 
conception of wellbeing cross-culturally.
In data collection, the lack of one accepted definition of happiness or life satisfaction 
implies that cultural nuances in the translating and framing of questions may be 
missed. Bjørnskov (2010, p44) cited in OECD (2013b, p71) state that the English 
word happy is ‘notoriously difficult to translate’, whereas the concept of satisfaction 
better lends itself to precise translation. At the most basic level, the issue of 
translating a measure across multiple languages in cross-country surveys is complex. 
The nuances and connotations associated with the particular concept or term may 
often get lost in the translation process.
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Framing and interpreting—How culture and context 
matters
Dockery (2010, p318) proposed that representation of cultural dimensions is a 
two-step process. Firstly, the classification of people into groups on the basis of 
common connections between them and secondly, identifying ways in which people 
as a group differ from persons without those connections. Following from that, to 
operationalise the term ‘culture’ requires identifying relevant connections that define 
groups and identifying relevant dimensions in which differences between the cultural 
groups are to be measured.
In empirical studies of subjective wellbeing, cultural differences are often represented 
by differences across countries and within countries (country of birth or origin, 
race, ethnicity, tribal group or language group). Based on that set of values, the 
cultural norms and beliefs and practices which may be attributed to members of that 
particular cultural group are analysed or identified (Dockery 2010). 
The values of ‘individualism’ and ‘collectivism’ have been ascribed to Western 
cultures or East Asian and Central and South American cultures respectively to 
explain the observed cross-cultural differences (Diener and Suh 2000; Hofstede 
2001; Hofstede and McCrae 2007). In particular, Diener and Suh (2000) 
observed that the value of collectivist cultures which stress modesty may mean that 
individuals from East Asian backgrounds are less likely to report that they are happy 
in comparison with their American counterparts. Furthermore the emphasis on 
social harmony, balance and relatedness means that prioritising relationships and 
the satisfaction of others may sometimes override the personal happiness of the 
individual (Suh and Oishi 2002). 
Cross-cultural psychologists have also argued that over-emphasising self-esteem or 
personality traits in explaining the higher subjective wellbeing in Western societies 
may run the risk of failing to recognise that these traits may not exist, may not 
be easily translated, or may be socially undesirable (Kitayama and Markus 2000). 
Summarising the role of culture in constructions of happiness, Uchida et al. (2004, 
p235) stated ‘the understanding the universal factors underpinning happiness and 
wellbeing will be incomplete without taking into account culture-dependent ways in 
which such factors are realised and allowed to shape happiness and wellbeing.’ 
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The use of pre-determined categories or existing categories derived using a set of 
universalist values for data collection is another way in which cultural norms matter 
in measuring wellbeing. In her analysis of census and survey data categories, Morphy 
(2007) argued that census and survey constructs submerge the categories that 
meaningfully frame the socio-demographic characteristics of Aboriginal individuals, 
communities and populations, rendering them invisible or at worse irrelevant 
to public policy and discourse. In particular, the complex familial and kinship 
structures which form the basis of many Indigenous societies are often forced into 
a Western mould in data collection, reducing these complex systems into general 
categories with only mainstream meanings (Morphy 2007). 
The literature points to those living in single parent households having lower 
subjective wellbeing compared to other family types. Indigenous females are also 
over-represented amongst single parent households. However, despite being a single 
parent in the mainstream sense, the support from kin and extended family provided 
a buffer against experiencing many aspects of social exclusion (Daly and Smith 2003; 
Biddle and Yap 2010). As a result, if one uses these family groupings to explain the 
levels of reported subjective wellbeing, the conclusions drawn from the associations 
may be problematic. 
All the factors highlighted in this section present challenges for evaluating wellbeing 
in a cross-cultural context. In particular, questions of whether happiness and life 
satisfaction have the same meaning in different contexts, and whether the use of 
predetermined wellbeing questions is appropriate are important considerations. 
Furthermore, the framing of the analysis according to one’s worldview complicates 
and challenges the way associations and relationships are interpreted and as a result 
conclusions drawn from those analyses. It is necessary but insufficient to simply ask 
the whether the same correlates matter by adapting an existing framework to the 
different populations. 
Methods—How culture and context matters 
The manner in which context matters in terms of methodology and methods 
employed to construct accounts of wellbeing is central to this thesis. In 
particular, the questions of who, what, why, where and how are fundamental 
Yap 53
to contextualising how wellbeing conceptions are derived and transformed to 
associated data, irrespective of whether they are qualitative or quantitative in 
nature. At the most basic level, there would generally be consensus around whose 
wellbeing we are trying to measure. The next essential question to address would 
be why are we measuring wellbeing? This is perhaps where the objective and its 
implementation begin to diverge. 
For governments and agencies, measuring and counting is most likely to be for the 
purpose of accountability and as tools for decision making to allocate public funds. 
For researchers, the aim might be to characterise, describe and examine wellbeing 
and the various relationships of the constituents of wellbeing. Last but not least, 
for the population or intended targets of the measures, the aim is possibly to make 
visible their priorities, their conceptions and viewpoints and perhaps to advocate for 
their own wellbeing. 
The components of who, what, why and how are all inter-related and complex. It 
is not inconceivable that the ‘who’ will determine what is measured and collected 
and as a result, the process through which information is gathered and subsequently 
included or excluded in the decision making process. These various components are 
not just a conceptual matter, but are political in nature, reflecting underlying power 
relations that exist (White 2016). 
The understanding of how culture influences wellbeing is not confined to wellbeing 
accounts by diverse groups in different places, but it is also about ‘cultures’ that 
underpin different research methods (White 2016). Unpacking the interaction 
between culture and wellbeing cannot be meaningfully undertaken in isolation from 
the process of understanding the context, which involves multiple stakeholders with 
varying degrees of power and influence. 
White and Blackmore (2016, pxi) suggests that ‘different methods have different 
reference points, criteria for truth and different rules of the game which generate 
different kinds of data and analysis thereby constructing different accounts of 
wellbeing’. For example, participatory approaches are rooted in the values of 
prioritising people, process and change (Chambers 1994; Cornwall and Jewkes 
1995). In an Indigenous research paradigm, engagement with the long history of 
colonisation and oppression that underpins Indigenous struggles for recognition and 
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constructions of wellbeing as a result of these experiences is necessary (Smith 1999; 
Walter 2009; Walter and Andersen 2013). Methodology and methods therefore 
shape how wellbeing conceptions and measures are produced and prioritised. 
More importantly, the evaluation of wellbeing may require not only extending 
a cultural lens to examine wellbeing but may require a different framing of the 
research question with different sets of indicators. The question posed by Taylor 
(2009, p124) on whether it is meaningful to measure one set of social, cultural 
and economic systems (local/indigenous) using the tools, methods and purposes 
of another (mainstream/national/global) is central to understanding how culture 
matters in wellbeing conceptions. 
In evaluating wellbeing, the most common approach to date is premised upon the 
outcome of interest being universal (for example everyone values happiness), but 
the factors which contribute to that outcome may differ depending on a person’s 
culture, background and other socio-demographic characteristics. The culture, 
norms and beliefs (the unobservable) become subsumed within the categorisation 
of the indicator to represent that cultural difference. Most commonly, the role of 
culture tends to be accounted for in quantitative analysis using a race or ethnic 
identifier such as whether the individual identifies as being Asian, Hispanic or 
Native American. This identifier acts as an implicit flag for the cultural dimensions 
and characteristics of individuals belonging to that group. 
The arguments presented so far point to problematic assumptions of assuming 
universality in the conceptions and correlates of wellbeing across different 
population groups. In examining the large body of literature, it is clear there are 
two distinct bodies of literature challenging western notions of wellbeing and 
development, one primarily emerging out of developing countries and the second, 
from Indigenous peoples. Notwithstanding the important contribution that 
developing country case studies are offering to the understanding of wellbeing cross-
culturally, the focus of this study is on indigenous peoples. They are significant and 
important stakeholders in the wellbeing agenda for a range of reasons. Interrogating 
how culture and context matters for indigenous wellbeing is fundamental to 
understanding the struggle for recognition historically and today. There is also a 
motivation stemming from the rights movement, whereby the rights of indigenous 
people to define wellbeing on their terms is as important as achieving wellbeing. 
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Indigenous peoples and wellbeing 
Indigenous peoples are one of the nine major groups that the UN has identified 
as being a key stakeholder for facilitating sustainable development as part of its 
2030 agenda.7 There are approximately 370 million indigenous people across 
70 countries worldwide. Their territories cover approximately 24 per cent of the 
land worldwide, and host 80 per cent of the world’s biodiversity (UN 2009). The 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders are the First Peoples of Australia. In 2011, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) estimated, based on the Census, that there were 
approximately 670,000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders in Australia, making 
up 3 per cent of the total Australian population. 
Many indigenous peoples continue to remain on their traditional homelands, 
with significant threats to their continued existence stemming from development, 
industrialisation, tourism and mining interests. In other words, whilst the rest 
of the world is concerned with sustainable development, for indigenous peoples, 
sustainable development has to occur alongside the survival of their culture, 
traditions, land and livelihoods (Watene and Yap 2015). Indigenous peoples 
have mobilised an alternative wellbeing paradigm, one that is underpinned by 
their worldviews and lived experience and one that is embedded within their 
environment (Durie 2006; Grieves 2007; Merino 2016). This alternative paradigm 
provides scholars with an opportunity to consider if the universal understandings 
and conceptions of wellbeing apply to indigenous peoples, in particular 
Indigenous Australians. 
In Latin America, expressions such as sumak kawsay which translates to ‘living 
well’ with mother earth have emerged as Indigenous worldviews of the ‘good life’ 
(Waldmüller 2014; Merino 2016). Other concepts such as Fa’asamoa in Samoa and 
Hawaiian models of ecological wellbeing are focused on collective orientation of 
wellbeing, and through the collective, how the individual is shaped by the ecological 
environment in which they participate (McGregor et al. 2003; Kingfisher 2013). In 
Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand, models of wellbeing have primarily emerged 
from the health field, emphasising holistic views of health to incorporate spiritual, 
social, emotional, cultural and physical aspects of life (Durie 2006; Ganesharajah 
7. See https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/aboutmajorgroups.html
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2009; Nguyen and Cairney 2013). The Māori health model, Te Whare Tapa Whā, 
has been instrumental in the movement towards culturally-based health models. 
Te Whare Tapa Whā (The Four Walls of the House) is based around the Māori 
philosophy of health and wellness and incorporates psychological health (Te Taha 
Hinengaro), spiritual health (Te Taha Wairua), physical health (Te Taha Tinana) and 
family health (Te Taha Whānau) and is a key example in this theory of wellbeing as 
holistic health (Durie 2006). The next section will now describe the central themes 
of indigenous wellbeing building on the Wellbeing Framework. 
Indigenising wellbeing: Concepts and measurements 
In canvassing concepts and constituents of indigenous wellbeing, the contributions 
to the broader indigenous wellbeing literature cross into the realms of natural 
resource management, social determinants of health, subjective wellbeing, social 
and emotional wellbeing, human rights and the capability approach frameworks 
(Greiner et al. 2005; Durie 2006; Grieves 2007; Panelli and Tipa 2007; Chandler 
and Lalonde 2008; Dockery 2009; Ganesharajah 2009; Dockery 2010; Biddle 
2011b; Kral et al. 2011; Kingsley et al. 2013; Nguyen and Cairney 2013). The 
findings from previous papers will not be reproduced here. Instead, the common 
themes across the approaches central to notions of indigenous wellbeing will be 
delineated. There are some commonalities to be found in indigenous conceptions 
of wellbeing and the broader literature on wellbeing. The recognition that 
wellbeing is comprehensive, context-specific and culturally constructed is not 
dissimilar to the broader literature. There are however, specificities within those 
common themes which are unique and critical to the understanding and framing 
of indigenous wellbeing. 
Indigenous context
Conceptualisations of health and wellbeing cannot be meaningfully separated from 
context. In considering ‘place’ as context, it is important to recognise that ‘place’ 
extends beyond just the physical geographical space to include the deeper spiritual 
connection that many indigenous peoples have to their ancestral land (Panelli and 
Tipa 2007). From an indigenous perspective, context also requires understanding 
how a history of colonisation and marginalisation has impacted on the ways that 
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Indigenous health and wellbeing is conceptualised and understood (Gee et al. 
2014; Axelsson et al. 2016). Deneulin (2008) argues that institutions and social 
arrangements are of central importance, in particular for cultural minorities where 
socio-historical conditions have shaped what they feel they can or cannot do. For 
many indigenous groups, government policies which prevented the speaking of 
language and practice of culture have significant implications for the transmission 
of knowledge and as a result, from a wellbeing perspective, the importance of 
maintaining traditional ways and knowledge today. 
Context is also about recognising the social and political circumstances and 
struggle of indigenous peoples for recognition. Many indigenous groups today 
remain invisible in official statistics and are located within nation states which may 
not be embracing the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) in their policies even if they are signatories. This has 
significant implications for how wellbeing is experienced, constructed and pursued 
within those contexts. 
Dist inct iveness 
A recurring central theme in the literature is the importance of having strong 
identity. That in turn is tied to one’s connection to culture and country 
(Ganesharajah 2009; Biddle and Swee 2012; Willeto 2012; Watene 2016b). The 
understanding of country or land as an extension of the individual is something 
unique to indigenous populations worldwide (Panelli and Tipa 2007). Indigenous 
peoples have described the devastating spiritual impacts resulting from the misuse 
and disturbance of the health and vitality of their land and waters to their sense of 
wellbeing (Richmond et al. 2005; Yawuru RNTBC 2013; Kerins and Green 2016). 
Connection to country is multidimensional in nature and permeates how 
Indigenous people manage, access and live, and learn through their connection 
to country, culture and their environment (Bird Rose 1996). The connection to 
country and culture for many indigenous people is strongly linked to other aspects 
of their wellbeing, including health, spirituality, identity, economic development 
and standard of living (McDermott et al. 1998; Jorgensen and Taylor; Greiner et 
al. 2005; Hunt 2010; Altman and Kerins 2012). Strong connection to culture and 
country has further been shown to be associated with better health outcomes both 
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physically and from a social and emotional perspective (Chandler and Lalonde 
1998; Kral et al. 2011). This is a theme which has not featured prominently in the 
broader literature on wellbeing. The importance of the environment and sustainable 
development more broadly in the universal wellbeing frameworks do not reflect the 
spiritual connection between indigenous peoples and their land and sea country. 
Indigenous peoples around the world have distinctive languages, cultural traditions, 
beliefs and practices, social and cultural organisation and historical experiences with 
settler societies. As a result, maintaining their distinctiveness amidst the dominant 
societies in which they live, constitutes and shapes the sense of wellbeing of many 
indigenous communities. While culture has been discussed previously in various 
contexts, for indigenous peoples, culture is a constitutive part of wellbeing, not just a 
way to construct and understand wellbeing (Watene 2016b). Many of the expression 
of culture and identity for indigenous peoples including language, identification 
with a particular indigenous group and the practice of traditional cultural activities 
are inextricably linked to their connection to country. 
Self-determinat ion and autonomy
The importance of autonomy and self-determination for indigenous peoples 
overarches all aspects of indigenous wellbeing. A central aspect of autonomy relates 
to the collective right to self-determination and a collective sense of wellbeing, which 
are inextricably linked to the ability to be self-determining at the individual level. 
Indigenous autonomy and self-determination are basic human rights which carry 
intrinsic value in themselves but they are also instrumental in the pathways towards 
achieving other aspects of wellbeing (Tsey et al. 2003; Gooda 2010; Murphy 2014; 
Bainbridge et al. 2015). 
Having autonomy and agency is germane especially when juxtaposed with the 
backdrop of historical colonisation processes which undermined the autonomy of 
many indigenous groups around the world and continue to form part of their lived 
realities today. It is not just about autonomy over one’s life and how individuals 
choose to live their lives, but it is also about autonomy over decisions and 
responsibility to care for and manage country and land as part of indigenous peoples’ 
existing and enduring wellbeing (Ganesharajah 2009; Yap and Yu 2016b). 
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Important for this thesis and for the research relating to indigenous issues more 
generally is the value of self-determination that arises from the transforming of the 
power relations in research paradigms. This can enable indigenous peoples to fully 
participate in the research process, methodology and dissemination of findings 
to empower change and action in their communities. This has to occur alongside 
mutual capacity building and a co-production of knowledge where indigenous 
peoples are not seen as passive recipients of research outcomes, but instead active 
co-producers of knowledge on their wellbeing and worldviews (Smith 1999; Gigler 
2005; Cairney et al. 2015). These aspects of indigenous wellbeing will be further 
elaborated in Chapter 3, when the recognition principles proposed by Kukutai and 
Walter (2015) are outlined. 
Collect ive wel lbeing 
The central importance of family and kinship for the wellbeing of indigenous 
peoples is evident in the literature (Greiner et al. 2005; Durie 2006; Grieves 2007; 
Kral et al. 2011; Calestani 2013). As such, the importance of the collective and 
relational sense of wellbeing instead of just the individual is a recurring theme 
in the literature (Deneulin 2008; McCubbin et al. 2013; Cram 2014; Murphy 
2014). Family and identity are the foundation of social organisation and structures 
in most if not all communities in Indigenous Australia, as well as amongst other 
indigenous peoples. The concept of family transcends the boundaries of immediate 
blood relations to those of skin group names8 and kinship and social structures. It 
is these structures which govern what social and cultural exchange occurs between 
the giver and receiver and these exchanges occur both in everyday living, reinforcing 
Indigenous peoples’ connection to country and culture (Martin 1995; Schwab 
1995). The importance of family in indigenous wellbeing has resulted in many 
wellbeing frameworks using the family as the unit of analysis or the starting point of 
thinking about indigenous wellbeing policies and programs (McGregor et al. 2003; 
Lawson-Te 2010; Cram 2014).
The wellbeing of the community in which indigenous peoples are situated is 
important in indigenous conceptions of wellbeing. As noted by Adelson (2009, 
p113) ‘being alive well as Cree means the ability to sustain oneself as a member of 
8. ‘Skin groups’ are classificatory kinship systems. 
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the Cree community and hence the complex kin and social network’. These extended 
social and kinship systems which indigenous peoples are embedded in facilitate the 
fulfilment of cultural obligations and transmission of cultural knowledge and enable 
wellbeing of the collective to be maintained alongside the individual. 
Coexist ing and completeness 
Whilst indigenous wellbeing is multidimensional, encompassing both objective and 
subjective notions of wellbeing, an important aspect of understanding indigenous 
wellbeing is to recognise that the interconnectedness between the different aspects 
of wellbeing are equally as important as the individual parts (Smylie et al. 2014). 
As Durie (2006) notes, a single measure of wellbeing does not accurately reflect 
the social, economic, environmental and cultural aspects of wellbeing, which need 
to be considered alongside personal wellbeing and whānau (family) wellbeing. In 
many cases, the improvement in one dimension may sometimes result in a decline 
in another dimension. It is this interconnectedness which underpins much of the 
indigenous conceptions of health and wellbeing whereby individual and collective 
wellbeing are often intertwined. More importantly, health and wellbeing is seen as 
holistic and complete, encompassing social, cultural, spiritual and emotional aspects 
(NAHSWP 1989; Nguyen and Cairney 2013).
Conceptions and accounts of indigenous wellbeing, like culture, are not static and 
frozen in time. Indigenous societies have undergone and continue to experience 
extraordinary changes. The literature points to contemporary understandings 
of wellbeing intersecting with traditional conceptualisations of wellbeing. The 
importance of thriving in the old ways and new ways, co-existing with the natural 
environment, sustaining both current and future generations and enhancing the 
collective wellbeing in parallel to the individual are all interconnected aspects of 
indigenous wellbeing (Willeto 2012; Yap and Yu 2016c). 
Ever present in the lived experiences of indigenous peoples is the balancing of and 
negotiation of relationships and trade-offs between the different dimensions of 
wellbeing. Indigenous peoples must confront such trade-offs given their interaction 
with the majority institutions and also in ensuring the sustainability of their 
wellbeing across time and generations (Gonzalez 2014). As a result, an integrated 
approach whereby a system of wellbeing indicators extends across every element 
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of people’s lives, integrating social information with economic and environmental 
concerns, is necessary so that the relationships between the different aspects can be 
considered (PUMC-UNAM 2008). 
Approaches to understanding indigenous wellbeing
Conceptions of indigenous wellbeing 
There are several ways in which context and culture have been accommodated in 
the approaches to understand Indigenous wellbeing to date. There is a body of 
literature using qualitative approaches to enable a more nuanced understanding of 
wellbeing across different locations. For example, ethnography has been employed 
to understand how wellbeing is conceptualised in Peru and Canada (Adelson 
2009; Izquierdo 2009). The usage of interviews and focus groups to identify and 
generate themes of Indigenous wellbeing has also been applied in Australia. The 
relatedness between ‘country’ and wellbeing has been explored with the Nywaigi 
peoples in Queensland (Greiner et al. 2005) and with Aboriginal people living in 
Victoria (Kingsley et al. 2013). Grieves (2007) and Priest et al. (2012) respectively 
have looked at definitions and constructs of Indigenous wellbeing in urban 
settings, with the former undertaken in Sydney and the latter with child care 
workers and children in Victoria.
Composite indices as representat ion of  Indigenous wel lbeing
One way that context and culture have been operationalised within the evaluative 
space is through the construction of composite measures to represent indigenous 
wellbeing. At the broader level, the Human Development Index has been calculated 
for indigenous populations in Canada, America, Aotearoa New Zealand and 
Australia to articulate the failure of country level measures such as the HDI in 
showing the heterogeneity within different subpopulation groups (Cooke et al. 
2007; Yap and Biddle 2010; Mitrou et al. 2014). 
Within each of the Canada, Australia, New Zealand and United States (CANZUS) 
states, there have also been efforts toward constructing composite measures to better 
contextualise the variations within indigenous populations. In Canada, the HDI has 
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been calculated for Registered Indians On- and Off-Reserve, for Aboriginal youth, 
by gender as well as for Inuit and Métis populations (Cooke 2007; Cooke and 
Beavon 2007; Sénécal et al. 2008). In the United States, HDI has been constructed 
for all sub-populations including Asian Americans, Native Americans, Latinos and 
African Americans (Lewis and Burds-Sharps 2010). 
To highlight a greater level of geographical diversity within indigenous populations, 
composite indices have also been constructed at a more disaggregated spatial 
unit of analysis. In Canada, the Community Wellbeing Index (CWB) has been 
constructed at the census subdivisions level to compare how First Nations, non-
Aboriginal and Inuit communities fare against a set of socioeconomic characteristics 
(O’Sullivan 2011; Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, 2015). 
Since 1986, composite measures summarising the social and economic outcomes 
of the Australian Indigenous population at the area level based on an Indigenous 
geographical framework have been constructed for every census (Tesfaghiorghis 
1991; Altman and Liu 1994; Gray and Auld 2000; Biddle 2009; Yap and Biddle 
2010; Biddle 2013). 
In the US, the Tribal Wellbeing Index which is based on the Human Wellbeing 
Index (HWBI) consists of eight domains of wellbeing: health, education, 
connection to nature, cultural fulfilment, social cohesion, safety and security, 
living standards and leisure time. These domains reflect the aim for universality in 
representing the majority of the US population. In accommodating perspectives of 
the American Indian Alaska Native (AIAN) population the indicator for cultural 
fulfilment was replaced with ceremony attendance rather than attending arts 
performances (Smith et al. 2015).
These composite measures are further used to identify relationships between the 
summary of outcomes and other wellbeing measures of interest. Some examples 
include how migration and teenage fertility patterns in communities impact on the 
First Nations Community Wellbeing Index in Canada (Big Eagle and Guimond 
2009; Cooke and O’Sullivan 2015) and the effect of neighbourhood or community 
socioeconomic status (proxied by the Index of Relative Indigenous Socio-Economic 
Outcomes) on the wellbeing of children in Western Australia (Shepherd et al. 2012). 
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What factors support Indigenous wellbeing 
A common approach in understanding wellbeing cross-culturally is testing for the 
significance of indigenous status in a pooled sample consisting of both indigenous 
and non-indigenous respondents. Several authors have examined determinants 
of subjective wellbeing in Australia more broadly and found that Indigenous 
Australians were more likely to report higher life satisfaction compared to non-
Indigenous Australians (Shields et al. 2009; Ambrey and Fleming 2014). 
An alternative approach is to estimate an indigenous only sample and a non-
indigenous sample using the same explanatory variables to investigate whether the 
relationships are different in varying contexts (e.g. whether the relationship between 
unemployment and subjective wellbeing is the same for both the indigenous 
and non-indigenous population). That is the approach taken by Manning and 
colleagues (2015) building on the literature on determinants of life satisfaction in 
Australia. The authors found that the relationship between life satisfaction and age, 
unemployment, health and partnership status is similar across both population 
groups. However, there were some notable differences. Indigenous Australians who 
reported having poor spoken English skills were more likely to report higher life 
satisfaction and income was not positively associated with life satisfaction in the 
Indigenous context (Manning et al. 2015). 
Until the last decade, there has been little opportunity to investigate the 
determinants of wellbeing from an indigenous perspective using quantitative 
methods. This was largely because of two factors—the lack of indigenous samples 
or indigenous identifiers in the larger population samples and the limitations of 
those general surveys for exploring the associations of wellbeing from a culturally 
relevant perspective.
Indigenous subject ive wel lbeing 
The availability of a suite of questions and indicators around different aspects of 
Indigenous wellbeing in the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social 
Survey (NATSISS) provided the beginnings of an examination of Indigenous 
wellbeing within the broader literature on wellbeing. More importantly, it also 
allowed for aspects of Indigenous worldviews and experiences to be understood 
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within broader wellbeing determinants. Dockery (2009) pioneered the examination 
of associations between culture and socioeconomic wellbeing in Australia. In his 
seminal work, cultural attachment was represented by four components of language, 
participation, identity and traditional activities. His findings established that there 
remained significant associations between cultural attachment and socioeconomic 
wellbeing after controlling for age, marital status, gender and whether the individual 
experienced the historical legacy of separation first hand or had members of their 
family who were separated from their natural family (Dockery 2009). 
Biddle (2014b) using the HILDA and NATSISS, found that Indigenous peoples 
were less likely to report frequent periods of happiness and more likely to report 
periods of extreme sadness than their non-Indigenous counterparts. However, 
Indigenous Australians were significantly more likely to report above average 
satisfaction with their life than non-Indigenous Australians. Using some of the 
previous correlates identified in the literature, the author found that age, geography, 
mobility, labour force status and education were associated with self-reported 
happiness amongst the Indigenous population. Having been a victim of physical 
and threatened violence in the past 12 months was also significantly associated 
with lower reports of happiness in the last month. In examining the contested 
relationship between income and subjective wellbeing within just the Indigenous 
context, (Biddle 2014b) found that for males living in non-remote areas, income 
was positively linked with subjective wellbeing, however, the relationship was weaker 
for males living in remote areas. For Indigenous females, there was no association 
between income and subjective wellbeing. 
The release of the Te Kupenga, the first Māori social survey, in 2013 allows for the 
examination of Māori wellbeing within Māori worldviews and lived experiences. 
The survey design aimed to reflect Māori worldviews and conceptions of wellbeing. 
The inclusion of whānau (family) wellbeing questions to represent the collective 
wellbeing of Māori and the questions regarding the importance of being connected 
with one’s turangawaewae (ancestral marae) in Te Kupenga demonstrates an 
appreciation of privileging Māori worldviews and aspirations as a different way 
of ‘knowing’ wellbeing through a cultural lens. The analysis of life satisfaction of 
Māori using Te Kupenga demonstrated that relationships, health status, standard 
of living, and trust are important contributions to overall life satisfaction. Cultural 
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attachments such as perceived importance of Māori culture and proficiency in 
Māori language were also important correlates, but had a much weaker association 
(Statistics NZ 2015).
At this stage, there is limited empirical evidence analysing eudaimonic wellbeing 
for indigenous peoples partly due to the limitations of existing surveys which 
do not allow for these analyses. In saying that, if one considers the importance 
of autonomy in its own right, rather than simply a pathway or mediating factor 
towards wellbeing, then whether an individual feels that they are able to have a 
say on important things in their life or how much control the individual feels they 
have over their life may go some way towards providing some insights into one very 
narrow segment of eudaimonic wellbeing (Yap 2011). 
Indigenous social  and emotional  wel lbeing (SEWB) 
For Indigenous Australians, mental disorder was the second largest contributor to 
the total burden of disease and injury in 2003 (AIHW 2009; Cunningham and 
Paradies 2012). The concept of social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) developed 
out of dissatisfaction with conventional mental health terminologies in representing 
Indigenous conceptions of health and wellbeing (Garvey 2008). 
The concept of social and emotional wellbeing recognises the Australian Aboriginal 
worldviews of health and wellbeing as being holistic and encompasses mental, 
health, cultural, spiritual and social wellbeing. It also acknowledges the trauma and 
grief resulting from colonisation. As such, it has particular resonance with Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples (AIHW 2009; Kelly et al. 2009; Gee et al. 2014; 
Dudgeon and Walker 2015). Researchers have noted that the poor social and 
emotional wellbeing of Indigenous peoples stems from ongoing consequences of 
colonisation (Swan and Raphael 1995; Garvey 2008). 
Psychological distress is one measure by which social and emotional wellbeing of 
Indigenous peoples can and have been evaluated. Many of the factors noted as 
enablers of subjective wellbeing more broadly are also noted in the literature on 
Indigenous SEWB in Australia. Health status, family breakdown, racism, substance 
abuse and socioeconomic status are some factors associated with Indigenous SEWB 
(Paradies et al. 2008). However, the themes canvassed as being central to indigenous 
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wellbeing as a whole earlier in this chapter are also important factors. They include 
self-determination, community governance, connectedness to country, strength of 
identity, family relationships and cultural continuity (Chandler and Lalonde 2008; 
Sherwood 2013; Gee et al. 2014; Parker R and Milroy 2014; Zubrick et al. 2014; 
Dudgeon and Walker 2015). 
Empirical research undertaken by Cunningham and Paradies (2012) using the 
2004–05 National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey demonstrated 
that food security, marital status, education, employment, income, home ownership 
and area-level disadvantage were associated with psychological distress. However, 
the authors noted that findings related to traditional indicators of socioeconomic 
status were not statistically significant in remote areas for Indigenous Australians. 
More recently, Marwick and colleagues (2015) found that in Victoria, being female, 
unmarried or a lone parent was associated with higher psychological distress. 
Socioeconomic status, social support and contact and age were also important 
determinants of psychological distress. 
Despite the importance of contextual and cultural experience of Indigenous 
SEWB, to date there has been limited empirical analysis undertaken especially to 
account for the broader evaluative space. Exceptions are two studies examining 
Indigenous SEWB in adult populations (Cunningham and Paradies 2012; 
Markwick et al. 2015) and a further two studies looking at Indigenous children 
in Western Australia (Zubrick et al. 2005) and Aboriginal youth in the Northern 
Territory (Priest et al. 2011). However, most of the studies, in particular those 
relating to the adult population, have been framed to compare determinants across 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations and were therefore restricted to a set 
of common variables which can be drawn from both samples (Cunningham and 
Paradies 2012; Markwick et al. 2015).
Gap and contribution—Policy, data and approaches 
In this chapter, the substantive and evaluative aspects of wellbeing were outlined 
in the broader context and more importantly in the Indigenous context. The 
significant advances in the literature on wellbeing, the evolving concepts of 
wellbeing alongside the operationalisation of these concepts to measures were also 
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presented. Of particular importance in this chapter is the role of culture and context 
in understanding how accounts of wellbeing are shaped, what factors impact on how 
wellbeing is experienced and how wellbeing knowledge is constructed. 
In an ideal world, conceptions of wellbeing would inform the development of 
measures and indicators used to evaluate wellbeing in an iterative and interactive 
process. However, as argued in Chapter 1, the issue of ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ 
arguably pull researchers in different directions. A main point of this chapter is to 
identify the increasing relationship between wellbeing policy, wellbeing concepts 
and approaches to measuring wellbeing. The arguments in this thesis highlight that 
the different theories, concepts and methodologies employed and how they are 
operationalised, give rise to different constructions and accounts of wellbeing. The 
choice of wellbeing metrics potentially has the power to shape the wellbeing agenda 
of the day. Yet most of the indicators of wellbeing reported and monitored are used 
without critically examining whether the choice of those indicators is producing 
the unintended ‘knowledge’ and ‘policy’ effect. This is further compounded by the 
increasing prominence of wellbeing as a policy agenda and the focus on evidence-
based policy making. 
This increasing nexus between data, policy and methods in Indigenous affairs has 
been explored within the field of applied demography (Gray 1985; Taylor 2009). 
The struggle between ‘peoples’ and ‘population’, between ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’, 
between ‘local’ and ‘universal’ in the application of demographic analysis cascades 
into indigenous wellbeing conceptualisations and measurements. Walter and 
Andersen (2013) noted that the question to ask is not necessary what the difference 
in wellbeing is, but more importantly, why does the difference exist. In focusing 
on the gap, there is a tendency to monitor and report the statistical movements of 
the two population groups of interest without considering why the statistical gap 
came to be. In particular, Walter (2016, p80) has challenged researchers to consider 
reversing the analytic lens and framing the understanding and interpretation of the 
issue through an indigenous lens. This potentially offers a different narrative and 
discourse to what we now understand within Australian Indigenous policy.
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Both the substantive and evaluative literature on wellbeing is underpinned by 
theoretical considerations. However, evaluating wellbeing in the quantitative 
literature is constrained by the use of existing secondary data which may not 
adequately capture the breadth and depth of wellbeing accounts that qualitative 
approaches to the conception of wellbeing are privy to. This is particularly 
symptomatic of the conceptions and measurements of indigenous wellbeing. 
Scholars in the substantive domain argue for the importance of localised 
particularities and illuminate the power struggles occurring against the backdrop 
of indigenous affairs. Scholars in the evaluative domain highlight findings that 
are nationally representative and true on average. The substantive and evaluative 
literature appears to have developed in isolation, with little interaction, instead of 
conversing to enrich our understandings of indigenous wellbeing. 
Closing the Gap and Indigenous wel lbeing 
In the introduction of this chapter, it was highlighted that across the standard 
metrics of wellbeing and progress, there exists a large statistical gap between 
indigenous and non-indigenous peoples internationally as well as nationally. In 
many developed nations, the policy rhetoric by government and decision-makers 
to improve the outcomes of indigenous peoples largely focuses on socioeconomic 
outcomes (Humpage 2008; Humpage 2010; Mitrou et al. 2014). Australia is no 
different with Closing the Gap targets and Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage 
reports pointing to a set of targets on education, employment, literacy and health 
which successive the Australian Government has committed to (Altman et al. 
2008; COAG 2009; SCRGSP 2016). The assumptions behind achieving statistical 
equality across these sets of targets is that Indigenous wellbeing will be improved 
(DPMC 2016, p5). 
The narrow space in which the policies are confined and designed has two 
implications. Firstly, while the targets set by government represent one dimension 
of Indigenous wellbeing, there are other aspects not currently captured in these 
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measures. Secondly, the framing and measuring of these particular sets of outcomes 
paint a deficit picture of Indigenous Australians and render other important 
aspects of Indigenous perspectives of wellbeing opaque. Together, the underlying 
assumption in which policy and programs are designed and delivered may be flawed. 
As a Yawuru leader, Peter Yu (2011, p4) noted:
The Closing the Gap Strategy, which all Australian Governments 
have signed up to, is all about evidence and therefore all about data. 
Governments have determined that closing the evidentiary gap that 
exists between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people in health and 
mortality, education outcomes, employment and child development is 
to be the overriding objective of the Australian Nation … I contend 
that there is a much more fundamental flaw to the Closing the Gap 
Strategy. And that is that the underlying assumption is wrong. COAG 
is pursuing this agenda unquestioningly on the basis that Indigenous 
wellbeing will be improved through Indigenous people adopting values 
and practices of mainstream western society… Yet where is the focus 
on the individual’s connection to cultural identity, cultural practice, 
language and ownership of traditional country? It is mentioned only 
as a token. The intended use of data by governments does not measure 
the fundamental imperatives of Aboriginal life. ....Within the evidence 
based approach to our development, we plan to construct a Yawuru 
Well-being index, as a basis for measuring the things that are important 
to Yawuru people.
The conceptual mismatch between what constitutes wellbeing from the perspectives 
of Indigenous communities and policy makers is further compounded by efforts 
focusing on building the evidence base using existing frameworks which are 
problematic. The metrics generated through the conception process matter 
because they often serve as input into examining whether programs and policies 
put in place are improving the wellbeing of the program recipients. If the 
underlying phenomenon or wellbeing is misrepresented by the indicators, the 
policy implications drawn from this are likely to be misinformed or misguided. 
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Furthermore, in evaluating indigenous circumstances, authors have argued that there 
is a need to be cognisant of the framing of questions and Indigenous statistics and 
representations (Walter and Andersen 2013; Walter 2016). 
In framing the correlates of indigenous wellbeing, the historical experiences of 
colonisation and the worldviews and relationships between indigenous peoples as 
minorities in the nation state in which they now live and interact is inextricably 
linked to their contemporary understandings and reporting of their wellbeing. 
Much of the lingering effect of historical dispossession is evident in the poorer 
social and economic outcomes observed in many indigenous peoples around the 
world. The inappropriate framing of the question to understand wellbeing from 
an indigenous perspective may run the risk of excluding fundamental aspects 
of wellbeing. This in turn impacts on the design of policies aimed at improving 
wellbeing for indigenous peoples. 
Against this policy backdrop, this thesis aims to navigate the challenge of ‘relevance’ 
and ‘usability’ by bringing closer the substantive and evaluative aspects of indigenous 
wellbeing to determine what objects or dimensions of wellbeing are of value and what 
is the importance attached to them. To do this, the following questions are addressed: 
1. What are the current approaches to measuring indigenous wellbeing, the 
strengths and limitations of the current approaches? Can these approaches be 
better operationalised? 
2. Is there a different way of measuring indigenous wellbeing? Can the approach be 
operationalised to develop culturally relevant indicators of indigenous wellbeing?
With this proposition and questions in mind, the next chapter will pursue two tasks. 
Firstly, the interconnection between indigenous wellbeing policy and the approaches 
and data used to conceptualise and measure wellbeing will be articulated within 
the recognition space. Secondly, the conceptual framework of addressing the two 
questions above will be presented. 
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Chapter 3
Operationalising the recognition 
space: The proposed framework
Introduction
The nexus between policy, data, methods and Indigenous worldviews is usefully 
framed within Taylor’s (2008) ‘recognition space’. Scholars have argued to date 
that efforts around wellbeing measurements are aimed at informing government 
reporting frameworks and do not go far enough to reflect the aspirations of 
Indigenous peoples (Taylor 2008; Jordan et al. 2010; Kukutai and Walter 2015). In 
essence, what is ‘recognised’ as evidence is often considered synonymous with official 
data collected and analysed for the purposes of informing government reporting 
frameworks; this is discursively positioned as universal and value free (Kukutai and 
Walter 2015). It is often a top-down approach, and in some cases may be expertly 
driven or derived with very little input from communities or from the peoples who 
are the beneficiaries of government policies and programs. 
The area of intersection in the recognition space is where meaningful engagement 
and measurement is necessary. It is in this intersection where a space for diversity 
in conceptions and measures of wellbeing can be accommodated and made visible. 
I further argue that in this space, ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ can be brought closer 
together so that the measures that are used to evaluate indigenous wellbeing go 
some way to addressing the subjectivity, complexity and multidimensionality of 
indigenous wellbeing. 
In the next section, the motivation for considering the recognition space, 
including why recognition matters and why the recognition space exists, is 
articulated. Following that, the theoretical framework and approaches which 
underpin the operationalisation of the recognition space will be described. This 
establishes the foundation of the research plan set out in Chapter 4 which outlines 
the practical deliberations of operationalising the recognition space, the methods 
and data requirements. 
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Indigenous wellbeing and the politics of recognition in 
Australia 
In 2008, following the national apology to the Stolen Generation by the then 
Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) set 
themselves the target of ‘closing the gap’ between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians across the areas of life expectancy, education, employment and child 
mortality. These targets were chosen for the following reasons. Across a range 
measures of social and economic outcomes, Indigenous Australians trail behind 
their non-Indigenous counterparts prompting the call to ‘close the statistical gap’ 
between the two population groups. These targets are also seen to be ‘key drivers in 
addressing the disparity in the health, wellbeing and prosperity between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous Australians’ (DPMC 2016, p5). Indigenous wellbeing in this 
context is defined with the objective of monitoring the extent to which Indigenous 
people conform to a set of pre-determined characteristics of the general population. 
The 2016 Closing the Gap report showed that progress across the seven targets 
was mixed, presenting a challenge in successfully meeting the targets by the 
specified time frame (DPMC 2016). Some scholars have postulated that the lack of 
effectiveness of government policy and to some extent research aimed at improving 
the outcomes of indigenous peoples could be potentially explained by a reliance 
on the tenets of Western ways of knowing which are organised around professional 
disciplines inherently grounded in Western ideology (Cochran et al. 2008). More 
critically, a fundamental question to ask is whether the lack of substantive change 
or impact as a result of indigenous policies such as this is a product of the deep 
ontological and epistemological divide on what indigenous statistics could and 
should be and also what constitutes indigenous and non-indigenous understandings 
of wellbeing (Kukutai and Walter 2015, p324).
The politics of recognition—Data, policy and methods
The framing of wellbeing through the policy of ‘Close the Gap’ renders other, 
uniquely positive, aspects about being Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander of less 
relevance because of their minimal contribution to the evidence base (Pholi et al. 
2009). The narrow representation of the rich, multifaceted and complex aspects 
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of Indigenous wellbeing circumscribes the usefulness and effectiveness of current 
frameworks and approaches in improving Indigenous wellbeing and fuels a deficit 
discourse about Indigenous peoples (Kowal 2008; Altman 2009; Fforde et al. 2013). 
When governments make judgements based on their own values and interests, 
the resulting frameworks and policies reflect those very same value and interests, 
instead of those of Indigenous peoples themselves (Malezer 2013). This reinforces 
the existing power relations at play in the policy space. Juxtaposed against the 
‘Close the Gap’ policy arguably is the need to ‘close the knowledge gap’ through 
governments understanding different types of knowledge and worldviews and 
respecting these differences. This is arguably the more critical and necessary 
motivation (Gray and Oprescu 2015). 
The space where two systems and worlds come into 
contact 
When Indigenous and Western worlds, two distinct spheres of knowledge and 
understandings, are set to engage with each other, a space is formed: the ‘ethical 
space’ (Poole 1972; Ermine 2007). Critical to working in this space are the 
intentions of the key players occupying the two spaces and how their intentions 
manifest. Scholar Willie Ermine uses the ‘ethical space’ to describe the cultural 
tensions looming over indigenous and non-indigenous relations particularly on 
the contested ground of knowledge production (Ermine 1995; Zehbe et al. 2012). 
Ermine and others note the deeply problematic view of the Western world, where 
there exists only a singular world consciousness in which knowledge is obtained and 
reproduced, and that norm becomes essentialised as ‘truth’ or ‘evidence’ (Foucault 
1980; Smith 1999; Rigney 2001; Ermine et al. 2005; Ermine 2007; Kovach 2010). 
According to Smith (2012, p172)
For Māori people, European conceptions of knowledge and of research have meant 
that, while being considered ‘primitive’, Māori society has provided fertile ground 
for research... Distortions of Māori social reality by ethnocentric researchers overly 
given to generalisations were initially apparent only to Māori people. While this 
type of research was validated by ‘scientific method’ and ‘colonial affirmation’, it 
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did little to extend the knowledge of Māori people. Instead, it left a foundation of 
ideologically laden data about Māori society, which has distorted notions of what it 
means to be Māori. 
Indigenous research, much like indigenous rights, is informed and asserted through 
indigenous knowledge and worldviews. As a result, the research agenda from the 
epistemology of indigenous knowledge is about redefining, making visible and 
shaping or transforming (Ermine 2007). It is process-oriented, whereby the journey 
is as important as the destination. In the ‘ethical space’, the process of restoring 
indigenous self-determination can occur through paradigm shifts in how research 
questions are derived and set, thereby becoming more aligned with community 
needs and aspirations. 
In the area of law, scholars present the native title recognition space as the 
interaction of two forms of law, a complex series of interconnections between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous sociocultural forms tangled in hegemonic 
interplays between the two spaces (Pearson 1997; Mantziaris and Martin 2000). 
The recognition space, much like the ethical space is created when two systems 
come into contact, requiring a mode of interacting which can accommodate 
different languages, modes of operation and modes of knowing (Mantziaris and 
Martin 2000). 
Prior to the establishment of the Native Title Act, the existence of Australia’s 
longest living cultures, which are Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures, 
was largely contested. The Native Title Act has provided a vehicle by which 
Indigenous Australians’ connection to their land and sea country can be recognised 
or acknowledged through legislation (Pearson 1997; Mantziaris and Martin 2000; 
Barcham 2007; Smith and Morphy 2007). Albeit problematic and imperfect, that 
space has been created. Just as the recognition of the Waikato and Whanaganui 
Rivers as legal entities reprioritises the place of nature within the legal framework 
through Māori understandings of cosmology and nature, the recognition of 
indigenous cultural values and notions of wellbeing can serve to centre the place of 
Indigenous peoples and their worldviews within the broader policy framework and 
priorities (Morris and Ruru 2010; Salmond 2014). 
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The recognit ion space for Indigenous wel lbeing 
In the discourse of indigenous peoples and development, many of the cultural 
dimensions important for Indigenous wellbeing are often mentioned as a tokenistic 
gesture. In some cases, those very aspects have been argued to be barriers to 
development or wellbeing (Johns 2008). It is rarely acknowledged that there are 
substantial trade-offs between improving one aspect of wellbeing at the expense of 
another (Dockery 2010). The aim of policy to take Indigenous peoples off their 
country away from their communities for the purpose of gaining mainstream 
employment fails to consider the impact of moving off country on their sense of 
identity, connectedness and wellbeing (Morphy 2008). If gaps in employment and 
education close while gaps in language maintenance and cultural vitality widen, has 
wellbeing improved and according to whose benchmarks and standards? 
Fig. 3.1. Taylor’s recognition space (Adapted from Taylor 2008) 
Source: Yap and Yu (2016c)
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Building on the idea of the recognition space, Taylor (2008) conceives of the 
space as the avenue in which Indigenous peoples and the government can begin 
to meaningfully engage in a dialogue to conceptualise culture and its constituents 
(See Figure 3.1). It is in this area of intersection where substantive engagement 
and measurement is necessary. In the process, restoring self-determination through 
Indigenous control over how Indigenous peoples view and assess if they are living 
the ‘good life’ can occur. In an ideal situation, Indigenous cultural values and 
practices should underpin government reporting frameworks so that the two circles 
overlay perfectly rather than only intersect at the fringes. 
The meaningful operation of the recognition space hinges on four key points. 
The first pertains to why we are measuring wellbeing, second, how wellbeing is 
conceptualised, third by whom and finally how those conceptions translate to 
wellbeing metrics as a final outcome of interest or as a means for evaluating other 
factors of interest. Working effectively in this cross-cultural space potentially results 
in Indigenous worldviews and aspirations for wellbeing becoming visible within the 
reporting frameworks of government and statistical agencies. 
Why does recognit ion matter?
Taylor (1992, p25) argued that ‘recognition’ is a vital human need and 
misrecognition can function as a form of oppression. Processes of recognition 
operate internally and externally. The recognition of oneself and the importance 
of one’s values and identities occur through interaction with others and is a 
product of history and institutional structures. Therefore, the renegotiation of 
what is ‘recognised’ has to occur through those same channels. The importance 
of recognition is tied up with a person’s understanding of who they are. This 
understanding or identity constitutes part of being members of a particular cultural 
group and also how the dominant group defines the image of ‘the other’. As a result, 
if a group is demeaned or held in contempt, then its members will suffer real harm 
as a consequence (Taylor 1992).
Indigenous peoples across the world have long fought for ‘recognition’ from 
representation at the local government level through to the international bodies 
that represent their collective rights (Barcham 2007; Coulthard 2014). Indigenous 
peoples seek multiple forms of ‘recognition’ including recognition of their presence 
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prior to colonisation, recognition of their existence by being counted in official 
statistics through to the recognition of native title of their enduring connection and 
relationship with their land and sea country. The struggle for recognition is pervasive 
in the day-to-day lives of indigenous peoples, and minority and marginalised groups 
worldwide (Coulthard 2014). More importantly, the act and process of recognition 
for Indigenous peoples is imbued in power relations (Taylor 1992; Andersen 2014b; 
Coulthard 2014).
In Australia, recognition has become synonymous with politics in light of the 
proposed referendum for constitutional recognition of Indigenous Australians. 
Whilst recognition is perhaps one way in which self-determination for indigenous 
peoples can be enacted to reconcile the relationship between indigenous peoples 
and the nation states in which they live, the processes and models of recognition are 
fraught and complicated (Coulthard 2014). With the complexities that permeate the 
process of recognition, it is perhaps tempting to turn our backs on working in the 
recognition space. Instead, as Dale Turner (2006) in Coulthard (2014, p45) asserts 
‘one important way to engage in this discourse and structure of power relations is 
for Indigenous peoples to find more effective ways to participate in the frameworks 
and structures which frame the policies pertaining to Indigenous peoples thereby 
interjecting and infusing Indigenous worldviews and perspectives into these 
dominant frameworks’.
The process of  recognit ion
Recognition is usefully defined as the ‘act or process of recognising, identifying 
or acknowledging the existence or validity of something or someone. The act of 
recognition requires at least two parties—the ‘recognisee’ and the ‘recogniser’—and 
the steps of identification, acknowledgement and intellectual apprehension of the 
content or issue to be ‘recognised’. The act of recognition is inherently political and 
often invokes unequal power relations.9 
The process of recognition assumes recognition to be a dialogical process requiring 
negotiation and the shaping of one’s identity in relation to another; requiring mutual 
recognition of both parties (Taylor 1992). However, Coulthard (2014, p36) argues 
9. See http://www.iep.utm.edu/recog_sp/
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that the process of mutual recognition is flawed. The construct of recognition and 
the values attached to the process of recognition are based on the structures which 
undermined the agency of Indigenous peoples historically. Thus, existing processes 
do not go far enough to address the structural and economic realm of injustice and 
dominance (Fraser and Honneth 2003; Coulthard 2014). 
In addition, the process of recognition (that is, the identification of particular 
attributes or characteristics that form the recognition criteria) is often framed by 
a set of assumptions, worldviews and beliefs. The methods used in the process are 
further immersed within their own set of assumptions and culture which have 
implications for the production of information and thus warrants recognition. 
The choice of methods is highly dependent in turn on the parties engaged in the 
process, underpinned by their worldviews and experiences. As White (2016) argues 
methods are not value free, but are underpinned by their own ‘culture’. As a result, 
the types of knowledge produced can either reinforce or challenge the dominant 
understandings of what constitutes knowledge and following from that what counts 
as ‘evidence’.
Take for instance the native title process in Australia, whereby Indigenous people’s 
presence on this country prior to colonisation is recognised through a series of 
processes and ‘evidence’. These processes undermine much of the knowledge systems 
of Indigenous peoples because these knowledge systems do not necessarily fall within 
the realm of the procedures and tools used for the act of recognition. As the Yorta 
Yorta case exemplifies, Justice Olney’s judgement placed more weight on the written 
evidence of the pastoralist E.M. Curr than on the oral evidence of Yorta Yorta 
individuals (Barcham 2007, p208). 
Foundation of  the recognit ion space:  Why should research-
ers engage in this space? 
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), 
ratified in 2007, provided an international standard-setting mechanism to support 
indigenous peoples’ right for a development paradigm that is balanced between 
development and sustainability, collective whilst inclusive and, most importantly, 
reflective and built upon strength of culture, identity and in balance and harmony 
with the environment. The principles of self-determination, participation, cultural 
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rights, land rights, ownership, and free, prior and informed consent all form the 
basis for supporting Indigenous groups in their efforts to set an agenda for achieving 
and maintaining their wellbeing (UN 2007). 
The Declaration which was more than two decades in the making reflects the 
highest possible level of consensus between states and indigenous peoples (Montes 
and Cisneros 2009). The Declaration is an expression of self-determination; the 
articles outlined are a minimum standard of entitlements that ensure the survival 
of indigenous peoples, their dignity, freedom and wellbeing (Anaya 2004). At the 
most basic level, Article 1 states that Indigenous peoples have the right to the full 
enjoyment, as a collective or as individuals, of all human rights and fundamental 
freedoms as recognised in the Charter of the United Nations, the Declaration of 
Human Rights and international human rights law. 
Whilst achieving Indigenous wellbeing is a goal in itself, the participation of 
Indigenous peoples and their world views in the development of what ‘wellbeing’ 
means, as well as the development of the frameworks that are used to measure 
progress towards wellbeing, is a crucial means towards the goal (Gooda 2010). 
Articles 3, 43 and 4410 of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
assert that Indigenous peoples want to become agents of their own development and 
to determine and develop priorities and strategies for development (UN 2007). This 
is an important element in the process of human development whereby Indigenous 
Australians are able to have the opportunities to participate in the processes by 
which decisions are made about their development. 
Australia was a late adopter of the Declaration. However, as a signatory to it, there is 
an obligation to at least attempt to reflect the spirit and guiding principles set out in 
the Declaration with matters pertaining to Indigenous Australians. The Declaration 
facilitates the possibility of a new relationship between indigenous peoples and the 
state, a relationship whereby indigenous peoples are placed on an equal footing to 
10. Article 3 states that Indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination. By virtue of 
that right they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and 
cultural development. Articles 43 and 44 state the rights recognised herein constitute the minimum 
standards for the survival, dignity and well-being of the Indigenous peoples of the world and that 
the rights and freedom are equally guaranteed to male and female individuals.
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exercise rights pertaining to their development and wellbeing and there is better 
understanding of the their diverse circumstances (Montes and Cisneros 2009). 
Ideally, Australia’s endorsement of the UNDRIP should be implemented through 
the adoption of the rights within broader societal goals and policy (Panzironi 2006; 
Panzironi 2012). Les Malezer, the former Co-Chair of the National Congress of 
Australia’s First Peoples asserted that UNDRIP calls for significant change in the 
actions of government and a paradigm shift in the role of Indigenous peoples 
(Malezer 2013). 
This paradigm shift is also necessary from a research perspective whereby, the power 
relations that exist in current research paradigms is transformed so that Indigenous 
peoples move from being the ‘researched’ to being producers and co-producers of 
knowledge (Smith 2012). Part of the broader decolonisation process is a critical look 
at the history of Indigenous research in Australia and internationally to understand 
how the positioning of Western ways of knowing as superior and often the only 
legitimate form of enquiry is counterproductive and has not resulted in realised 
outcomes for Indigenous communities. 
The failure to acknowledge that knowledge is value-loaded and culture relative 
reinforces or perpetuates the power inequities between the ‘researcher’ and ‘the 
other’ (Smith 1999). Decolonising research provides an avenue towards a philosophy 
of research which is driven from the ground up, owned by indigenous peoples and 
emanating from indigenous knowledge and worldviews, and is the way forward 
towards recognising the different ways of knowing being on equal footing (Smith 
1999; Cochran et al. 2008; Gray and Oprescu 2015). In short, decolonising research 
decentres the focus from the aims of the researcher to the aim of the people (Prior 
2007, p165). 
Motivation and standpoint: Responding to the UNDRIP
Heather Came (2013, p64) advocates for the need to take up the challenge from 
Māori to do acceptable, accountable and responsible research by adopting the 
Te Ara Tika (Guidelines for Māori Research Ethics) for non-Māori researchers. 
I attempt to take on a similar challenge in the Indigenous Australian context 
through this research. A number of considerations prompted the choice of theories, 
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methodologies and method employed in this study. This section will canvass the 
motivations for these decisions, my professional standpoint as the doctoral student 
undertaking this research and also my personal standpoint as a non-Indigenous 
Malaysian Chinese living in Australia. 
Motivat ions
The UNDRIP has opened up a space for the reflection of rights and aspirations of 
indigenous peoples individually and collectively. On the one hand, the UNDRIP 
is an aspirational document; it is not legally binding but is used to formulate policy 
documents and mobilise international efforts by indigenous and non-indigenous 
peoples and organisations. But what the Declaration means at the community level 
and how communities themselves can implement the principles in the Declaration 
to improve their lives remains elusive and arguably of no relevance to date 
(Behrendtt 2002; Davis 2013; Watene 2016b). An important outcome from this 
research therefore is to ensure that the work is of use to indigenous communities. 
In this thesis, approaches which aim to create a space to accommodate and reveal 
differences, local perspectives and locally defined solutions are prioritised so that 
transformation of power in terms of what research questions get formulated and the 
way to obtain that knowledge can be progressed. In particular, a key motivation is 
revealing and prioritising the perspective of indigenous communities on the ground. 
The subjective and pluralistic nature of wellbeing means a broader base is needed to 
understand and conceptualise wellbeing. This is not merely about being cognisant 
that how a person feels is just as important as how a person is doing but goes 
deeper into understanding how expressions of wellbeing are socially and culturally 
constructed by gender, life circumstances, location, upbringing and experiences. 
It is important to observe the changes to a person’s circumstances from a policy 
perspective. However, there is a broader rights-based argument that the intended 
beneficiaries of policies and programs need to have a say in whether the programs 
have led to any perceived changes in their life. 
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Standpoint 
An important and personal consideration for the theories prioritised in this study 
stems from my own standpoint. Walter and Andersen (2013, p45) state ‘research 
standpoint is arguably the most important determinant of a research project’s 
methodology. It pre-exists and fundamentally influences our choice of theoretical 
frame and method’. Standpoint from the viewpoint of social science research argues 
that how one sees the world is framed and influenced by one’s life experience and 
circumstances. One’s social, cultural, and economic location and personal identity 
influences the questions one asks, the research paradigms which underpin how the 
research question is approached and the resulting interpretations. Understanding 
and declaring ones’ positionality in the research creates self-awareness, consciousness 
and reflexivity (Walter and Andersen 2013).
The literature on positionality and standpoint within indigenous research consists 
of indigenous standpoints and non-indigenous standpoints. Yet, traversing through 
that body of literature, the challenges and difficulties raised did not necessarily 
resonate or adequately address my research experience, personal lived experiences 
and my positionality within the dominant Australian population. On the one hand, 
Indigenous standpoint is presented as part of the research methodology noting 
‘insider’ insights and Indigenous ways of knowing, being and seeing (Smith 1999; 
Martin 2003; Moreton-Robinson 2013). On the other hand, non-indigenous 
researchers working with and for indigenous communities write from a non-
indigenous Western lens noting the historical race relations and being part of the 
dominant white society (Glynn 2008; Came 2013). I am neither. 
This sentiment has been echoed amongst researchers who identify the complexity of 
being both ‘insider/outsider’ in situations where there are partial and simultaneous 
commonalities between the researcher and the respondents (Song and Parker 1995, 
p249; Bilic 2011). However, Brah (1996, p207) suggests that ‘racial positionality 
can create specific opportunities for the understanding of difference, but does not in 
itself assure a vantage point of privileged insight’. 
My own interest in wellbeing and how culture matters stems from my personal 
history. As a migrant, I am caught in between neither fully assimilating into my new 
home country nor being fully excluded from my birth country. I am also acutely 
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aware of the interlocking experience of female and being part of the minority group. 
The experiences of being a female and part of a minority (but not Indigenous) 
group in Malaysia and being female and a migrant in Australia (minority but not 
Indigenous) has commonalities and differences. 
I was born to parents, both of Chinese ancestry whose grandparents were part of 
the migration movement to Malaysia in search for better opportunities for their 
respective families. Growing up as female in a Chinese family, I am aware of the 
cultural traditions, norms and beliefs which stem from my heritage. One of these 
norms includes favouring and privileging males in the family. This frames what 
might be considered tradition versus what might be seen as me adopting Western 
values as I set about determining and achieving my sense of wellbeing. 
Growing up in a multi-cultural country, Malaysia, race and ethnicity is omnipresent 
in one’s everyday dealing with the public, with each other and with the institutions 
which seek to reinforce our differences. At a personal level, this has exposed me to 
the diversity and values of people from various backgrounds and the importance of 
respect and tolerance. At the same time, the structural factors which reinforce our 
differences also heighten my awareness of the opportunities that may or may not be 
available to me because of my background. My parents’ hope of a better life for my 
brothers and me, coupled with limited education opportunities in my home country 
was the necessary impetus for me coming to Australia for higher education. 
As a student, I have been trained in the discipline of economics which has the 
traditional epistemology of emphasising science and objectivity. As a result, much 
of my professional exposure and research training to date has primarily been in 
quantitative social science, working with large datasets and surveys. However, in the 
application of economic theory and quantitative methodologies in my research, the 
critical questions of whether the intended research outcomes mean anything beyond 
policy and academia and the extent to which desk-based research using secondary 
data adequately reflects the reality of populations on the ground was always present. 
The critical questioning intensified when I started employment at a research centre 
where the research activities are focused on describing and analysing the social, 
economic, cultural and demographic circumstances of Indigenous Australians. 
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Working in a multidisciplinary centre where anthropologists, sociologists, linguists, 
political scientists and economists debate and highlight the tension between 
qualitative and quantitative approaches, between cultural, localised and orthodox 
understandings of social phenomena, has further increased my awareness of 
the complexities of the Indigenous field of research. In particular, the historical 
race relations of this country and how Indigenous worldviews are critical to the 
exploration of any issues pertaining and relating to Indigenous peoples began to 
subvert my consciousness and the set of norms and views that I am accustomed to as 
a quantitative researcher. 
Through this PhD, I have endeavoured to gain a more holistic understanding of 
Indigenous wellbeing through a mixed-methods approach, informed by the concepts 
and methodologies outlined in this chapter. This was done with the aim of bridging 
the interdisciplinary differences of working in this challenging cross-cultural space, 
thereby prioritising the process of the research, not just the outcomes. In particular, 
questions around implications flowing on from the research for Indigenous peoples 
alongside the framing and translation of these data descriptions to represent the lived 
realities and worldviews of Indigenous peoples are some key considerations of the 
theoretical framework underpinning this thesis.
Navigat ing the unknown 
For many indigenous communities, research is often considered to be top down, 
with little benefit flowing on to the communities. At worst, the conduct of 
research experienced by many Indigenous peoples has been highly unethical and 
detrimental to Indigenous peoples. These experiences, along with the historical 
experience of marginalisation, have cemented a mistrust of researchers, particularly 
non-Indigenous researchers from Indigenous communities (Smith 1999; 2012). 
It raises the question as to whether non-indigenous researchers have a role within 
indigenous research and what that role might be. Graham Smith (1992) proposed 
four models whereby Pakeha can undertake culturally sensitive and appropriate 
research. They include—tiaki model (mentoring model), whangai model 
(adoption model), ‘power sharing model’ and ‘empowering outcomes’ model. 
The principles underpinning these models are a useful starting point towards 
operationalising the recognition space. 
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As a non-Indigenous researcher working with and for Indigenous communities, I 
recognise that there are different ways of knowing and seeing the world depending 
on our background and experiences. A critical first step was to reflect on and 
examine my own cultural assumptions. This enabled me to extend my cultural 
competency of working with Indigenous communities. Some important steps that 
were taken included seeking permission to be on traditional country, approaching 
the research respectfully and building and sustaining the trust of the community 
which I worked with. In the first instance, this meant forming a collaborative 
partnership with a local Yawuru colleague, Eunice Yu who helped shape the research 
agenda along the way. Other requirements included learning some basic Yawuru 
words, understanding the cultural protocols and gaining awareness of the broader 
social and historical context in which I operated. Given the majority of Yawuru 
women and men whom I worked with were fluent in English, learning the Yawuru 
language was not necessary. 
One aim of the research was to highlight the gender differences in perspectives of 
wellbeing. As a young female researcher, I anticipated there would be challenges 
associated with interviewing members of the opposite sex and facilitating focus 
group discussions and workshops with men, particularly men who were senior to 
me. A way in which this risk was mitigated was through consultation with Eunice as 
well as engaging Yawuru male facilitators for that aspect of the research. 
During my initial visit to the community, I became aware of my shared Asian 
ancestry with many members of the community. However, the shared ancestry did 
not extend to a shared historical experience. This unique circumstance positioned 
me to some degree as a partial insider/outsider. As an outsider, I am aware there are 
sensitivities around the types of information that I can have access to, but I am also 
aware that some community members may be more at ease working with me than 
they otherwise would be because of my cultural background. 
In navigating these challenges, I referred to the ethical guidelines which I am bound 
to as a researcher at the ANU. This helped ensure that the research was endorsed by 
the community and had undergone appropriate ethical approvals for the research to 
commence. There were other factors which I set in place to minimise the challenges 
of working in this space, including the setting up of a Yawuru Reference and 
Guidance Committee, made up of Yawuru women and men. The establishment 
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of the committee provided a mechanism whereby cultural relevance and integrity 
of the research can be maintained through community control over the shape and 
process of the research. An important element for this research was and continues 
to be dissemination of the work and ensuring that there are tangible benefits arising 
from this research for Indigenous peoples but most importantly for the community 
working in partnership with me. 
Last but not least, the principles of ‘do no harm’, reciprocity and respect 
outlined in the National Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC) and 
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) 
guidelines for conducting research with Indigenous Australians were fundamental 
considerations as a non-Indigenous student working in this area of research. In 
Australia, the NHMRC and AIATSIS guidelines clearly outline the procedures for 
researchers in relation to undertaking research with Indigenous Australians around 
appropriate consultation, participation and ownership. Critical to the process is 
the requirement that the research be ethically defensible against the six Indigenous 
values of (a) spirit and integrity, (b) reciprocity, (c) respect, (d) equality, (e) 
survival and protection and (f ) responsibility (NHMRC 2003). The guidelines, 
like the Declaration, set the minimum standards of accountability that researchers 
(Indigenous and non-Indigenous) should adhere to in the process of researching 
with Indigenous Australians. 
The Guidelines for Ethical Research in Australian Indigenous Studies (AIATSIS 
2012) are based on respect for the inherent rights of self-determination including 
Indigenous peoples’ rights to full and fair participation in any processes, projects 
and activities that impact on them. Both the NHMRC and AIATSIS guidelines call 
for meaningful engagement and reciprocity between the researcher and Indigenous 
peoples where Indigenous peoples are holders of knowledge and therefore 
researchers in their own right and equal partners. The principles of rights, respect 
and recognition; negotiation, consultation agreement and mutual understanding; 
participation, collaboration and partnership, benefits, outcomes and giving back; 
research management, use, storage and access and reporting and compliance are all 
outlined in the AIATSIS guidelines (AIATSIS 2012). These guidelines and principles 
provide a platform towards operationalising the recognition space in this thesis.
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Towards operationalising the recognition space 
A theoret ical  framework
The theoretical framework developed in this thesis brings together insights from 
three approaches to operationalise the recognition space to understand indigenous 
wellbeing. The three approaches are the capability approach, Indigenous research 
paradigms and participatory research. The three approaches contribute to the 
framework by broadening the evaluative space to consider different perspectives 
across life, gender, locality and culture. Many of the approaches also share a rights-
based philosophy and recognise the importance of process. 
It is important to make the distinction between methodology and methods 
employed (McGregor and Murnane 2010). Methodology can be loosely defined 
as the principles and theoretical perspectives that underpin the research question. 
Methodology determines how Indigenous peoples are positioned within the 
research, the role of various actors within the research process and the assumptions 
and values they bring to the table (Walter and Andersen 2013). In doing that, the 
power relations that exist are brought into reflection. Methods, on the other hand, 
refer to the techniques or procedures used to gather and analyse data (Crotty 1998, 
p3). It has been argued that historically Western research has been motivated by 
universalism and objectivity, and positions Western knowledge as dominant and 
central whereby non-conforming narratives are considered problematic (Donald and 
Rattansi 1992). It assumes and presumes that the characterisation of knowledge is 
valid and unquestionable. 
Indigenous research paradigms are founded on indigenous ontologies, 
epistemologies and worldviews (Nakata 1998; Bishop 1999; Smith 1999; Barnes 
2000; Rigney 2001; Martin 2003; Rigney 2006; Kovach 2010; Brayboy et al. 
2012; Chilisa 2012; Walter and Andersen 2013). These situate how and what 
indigenous peoples come to know, how they interact and relate with the world, 
including human and non-human entities within current social contexts but also 
as a product of colonisation (Smith 1999; Hutchinson et al. 2014). Through the 
centring of indigenous people’s worldviews and social realities, Indigenous research 
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paradigms challenge the dominant mode of knowledge production and create 
avenues for decolonisation and the transformation of knowledge (Bishop 1999; 
Rigney 1999; Smith 1999). 
The capability approach asserts that development and wellbeing should be 
understood in terms of what individuals are able to be and do. That is, that 
wellbeing is about the freedom to live the life that individuals have reason to value 
and that freedom is a genuine choice (Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2000). The approach 
challenges us to expand our understanding of wellbeing and development from 
purely focusing on income or basic needs to examining the abilities and freedom of 
individuals to convert resources into valued capabilities within their social realities 
and historical and contemporary circumstances (Sen 1999; Nussbaum 2000). Both 
the Indigenous research paradigms and the capability approach lay the foundation to 
begin framing the discursive factors that to date impede indigenous people’s priority-
setting of their own wellbeing. 
This brings us to the third theoretical approach in the conceptual framework. 
Participatory research methodologies are based on a paradigm where knowledge 
generation has to occur from the ground up, accentuating the view that knowledge 
is created based on experience and thereby should be legitimised and added to the 
collective knowledge. It is strongly tied to the belief that this is research ‘with’ and 
‘by’ people as opposed to ‘on’ and ‘for’ people and as such participatory research is 
both a method and philosophy that seeks to challenge existing power relations (Fals-
Borda and Rahman 1991; Salazar 1991; Conrad and Campbell 2008).
Whilst the different theories all contribute in different ways to the understanding of 
indigenous wellbeing, the tenets of the three approaches studies are agency, freedom 
and rights and ensuring that the voices of those who are poised to receive the fruits 
of policies and programs should be of central importance. Together the theories offer 
deeper insights into indigenous perspectives and experiences on what constitutes 
wellbeing and what brings about wellbeing. The next section of this chapter will now 
review these three approaches within the recognition space. 
Yap 89
Creating and informing the recognition space
Informing the space
One of the major contributions of Amartya Sen’s work has been the illumination of 
how human development is impossible without ensuring human rights (Fukuda-
Parr 2007). Sen’s capability approach is concerned with placing individuals at the 
centre of development, therefore highlighting the role of people as active agents of 
change (Sen 1999; Fukuda-Parr 2003a; Fukuda-Parr 2007). Using the two concepts 
of ‘functionings’ and ‘capabilities’, the capability approach postulates that the ‘good 
life’ is one in which the person has freedom to lead one type of life over another and 
that freedom is a genuine choice which carries both instrumental value and intrinsic 
value (Sen 1999). Agency and freedom is another key component of the capability 
approach. It is what gives rise to the human rights argument and elements of choice. 
The capability approach shares the commitment to human rights, dignity and 
freedom that is common to all three approaches and has its foundations in human 
experience and diversity (Fukuda-Parr 2007). 
Sen has not prescribed a list of functionings or capabilities, instead leaving this open 
to deliberation, arguing that the listing of the capabilities is in itself of intrinsic value 
(Sen 1999; Sen 2004a). The open-ended nature of this approach in letting the listing 
of important capabilities be context dependent is in fact aligned with the values set 
out in UNDRIP. Both the capability approach and UNDRIP share the fundamental 
tenets that process and agency are unequivocally important. 
Capabi l i t ies,  funct ionings and agency
There are three key elements of the capability approach—capabilities, functionings 
and agency. ‘Functionings’ refers to the things a person may value doing or being. 
‘Capabilities’ on the other hand refers to a person or group’s freedom or opportunity 
to achieve those functionings of value to the individuals or groups (Sen 1999, 
p75). The capability approach argues that development should be about expanding 
peoples’ capabilities to live a life they have reason to value (Sen 1999).
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This important but subtle difference between capabilities and functionings can 
be seen in the example of two persons who may both have the same observable 
outcome of not being able to speak their traditional Indigenous language (their 
functioning). The difference, however, is that one individual has chosen not to 
learn their language because they are not interested (choosing to not speak) and 
one has not been allowed to speak it due to government policies (has no choice). 
The difference in the example shows the strength of the capability approach as an 
evaluative space of choices and how this impacts on an individual’s ability to realise 
capabilities into functionings. 
Capabilities reflect notions of freedom and opportunities to lead the life one 
chooses. The evaluative space allows for the examination of how individuals enjoy 
or transform their resources into achieving measures of wellbeing that they value. 
Crossing from capabilities to functioning requires an element of choice and freedom. 
This is both freedom in opportunity as well as process freedom (Qizilbash 2012). 
This is the third key element of the capability approach theory. 
The evaluative space is also where the human diversity in interpersonal variations 
is observed in what are known as ‘conversion factors’. Conversion factors are the 
bridge that translates resources into capabilities (Sen 1999; Robeyns 2005a). 
These conversion factors range from personal characteristics such as age, gender, 
language skills and physical condition to social characteristics such as customs and 
government policies. 
The principles of agency and freedom underpinning the capability approach give 
rise to the approach as a useful starting point to frame the recognition space. In 
particular, the strength in the capability approach is the way in which development 
and wellbeing are measured (i.e., a larger informational base that helps us 
understand why some functionings are not realised). Furthermore, the approach 
explicitly acknowledges human diversity such as age, gender, ethnicity, geographical 
location as well as the health status and other non-market responsibilities such as 
caring responsibilities through conversion factors. It is for these reasons that the 
capability approach has been used extensively within the various disciplines of 
economics, feminism, health, law, social science and philosophy to describe and 
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understand wellbeing across populations and across circumstances (Alkire 2002b; 
Clark 2003; Robeyns 2003; Kuklys 2005; Biggeri et al. 2012; Lorgelly et al. 2015; 
Watene 2016a).
Augment ing  the  capabi l i ty  approach 
Sen’s reluctance to have a predetermined list of capabilities, arguing that the 
process itself can be of instrumental importance, reflects the importance of self-
determination of Indigenous peoples to manage and set priorities to live a life 
that they have reason to value. The incompleteness of the capability approach 
has often been criticised as being a challenge in its operationalisation (Qizilbash 
1998; Nussbaum 2000). However, in this thesis, the incompleteness is considered 
a strength as it allows for pluralism to be accounted for and evaluated. This 
view is concurred with by other scholars in the field (Alkire 2002b; Clark 2005; 
Watene 2011). 
Clark (2005, p5–6) noted two other criticisms of the capability approach 
namely, the usefulness of the approach for interpersonal comparisons and the 
high and intensive information requirements of the approach. The usefulness of 
the approach for interpersonal comparisons has been questioned given the lack 
of agreement about the valuation of capabilities (i.e. the relative weights to be 
assigned to these capabilities). Given the breadth and depth of functionings and 
capabilities that could potentially be listed and discussed within the capability 
approach space, information requirements can be extremely high (Alkire (2002) as 
cited in Clark (2005)).
The question of the extent to which the capability approach can be operationalised 
has been widely discussed and debated (Sugden 1993; Comim 2001; Robeyns 
2003). Scholars have also argued that there is a need to further extend this 
approach using other theories for the approach to be meaningfully operationalised 
(Nussbaum 2000; Robeyns 2005b; Watene 2011; Watene 2016a). To conceptualise 
and explore indigenous wellbeing through the lens of the capabilities approach 
requires augmentation or extension in relation to two aspects; the importance of the 
collective and relatedness in conceptualising capabilities and functionings and the 
listing of valuable functionings and capabilities for indigenous peoples.
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The capability approach is primarily individual-centric, acknowledging only 
through the conversion factors the collective structures which enable or hinder 
the opportunities that the individual may have. Individuals all live as part of the 
community and so the contribution of the community collectively to the wellbeing 
of an individual and how the individual contributes to the collective wellbeing of the 
group to which they belong are all omnipresent in the conceptualising of wellbeing 
(Evans 2002; Stewart 2005). 
As it stands, the capability approach accommodates indigenous peoples’ worldview 
and life experiences through the conversion factors. Just as age, gender and disability 
or health status have implications for converting resources into capabilities, there 
may be associated factors related to being of indigenous status which may impact 
on the possibility of conversion. At the most fundamental level, the first step in 
understanding indigenous wellbeing or wellbeing from a cultural perspective is 
to recognise that there may be a very different starting point for conceptualising 
wellbeing. For indigenous peoples, wellbeing starts from a relational point. It is not 
just relationship to each other, but more importantly relationship to country, non-
human entities and also the spirit world. 
The co l lect ive
Whilst the capability approach illuminates how different things come together at the 
personal and social level to impact on the individual’s ability to live the life that they 
value (in particular the collective and social historical experience), the interaction 
and linking of these with the broader collective, as other scholars have argued 
elsewhere, is largely missing from the theoretical framework (Evans 2002; Stewart 
2005; Deneulin 2008; Murphy 2014). Other scholars have posited that conversion 
actors can impact on the translation of commodities to capabilities and also from 
capabilities to functionings. The role of personal characteristics such as age, gender 
and physical conditions holds true here. In terms of a valuable functioning like 
participation in hunting and fishing, an elderly person may be limited due to their 
physical conditions. That however does not preclude them from participating 
through transmission of knowledge by sitting and teaching their grandchild how to 
fish and hunt on country visits. 
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The other set of conversion factors are social characteristics. These refer to 
infrastructures and public goods but more importantly, to social norms, public 
policies and discriminating practices which may impede the translation of resources 
into capabilities and functionings. Deneulin (2008) notes that the capability of 
indigenous peoples to maintain their language and traditions cannot be made 
possible without an adequate legal framework that fully protects and implements 
the rights of cultural minorities. In essence, the author suggests that institutions and 
social arrangements are of central importance, in particular for cultural minorities 
where socio-historical conditions have shaped what the individuals feel they can or 
can’t do. 
As noted earlier, these conversion factors include personal characteristics such as 
gender. Aboriginal societies, as we know, whilst identifying as a collective are highly 
gendered. There are social and gendered norms which govern access to certain types 
of knowledge. Furthermore, the collective capabilities that a group is able to enact 
such as native title further expands the capabilities space of the individual belonging 
to that group (Murphy 2014). 
Relat iona l 
There are other critical differences in indigenous understandings of wellbeing 
within the evaluative space of the capability approach, and these can further 
extend the approach. Ownership and use of land is often cited as being a resource 
which can contribute to improvements in socioeconomic outcomes. However, for 
many Indigenous peoples, land is not merely understood in the physical sense, 
but land or ‘country’, as it is called in Australia, has multiple layers and meanings. 
Whilst one can argue that commodities in itself may not necessary be valuable, 
land conceived this way is important in itself, not just as a means to an end for 
Indigenous Australians. 
Yap94
Bird Rose (1996, p8) explains that 
… Country is multidimensional. It consists of people, animals, plants, 
Dreamings, underground, earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface 
water and air. There is sea country and land country; in some areas 
people talk about sky country. Country has origins and a future. It 
exists both in and through time. 
Similarly in New Zealand, the conception of river, a natural resource in New 
Zealand according to Māori worldviews, is like kin, therefore there is an inherent 
responsibility to look after the river (Te Aho 2010; Salmond 2014). The river is a 
source of identity, spiritual and physical wellbeing whereby the health and wellbeing 
of the people are affected by the wellbeing of the river. This conception of the river 
has resulted in the Waikato and Whanganui Rivers being recognised as legal entities, 
indivisible and incapable of being owned. 
For most indigenous peoples, their wellbeing is linked to their community, 
country and sense of belonging. The shared history of racial oppression means 
that Indigenous men and women have collectively fought for the right to vote, the 
right to keep their children and have sovereignty recognised (Behrendt 1993). It is 
this collective action that has helped advance indigenous rights and causes. Some 
concepts of indigenous wellbeing point to an ecological model whereby the basic 
social unit of indigenous peoples is in fact the collective structure, whether it is in 
the sense of family and extended families, language groups, or tribes and nations 
(McGregor et al. 2003). 
Understanding the wellbeing of an indigenous individual cannot be meaningfully 
disentangled from the wellbeing of his or her family and community, in particular, 
how choices are made within an embedded social structure which governs the 
nature of family, extended family and language group relations and how that is 
linked with sense of place, through time and responsibility for country and culture 
(See Fig. 3.2). 
A second aspect which requires further interrogation is the listing of human 
capabilities that are of value to indigenous peoples. There is on the whole acceptance 
by scholars researching in the field of the capability approach of the importance 
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of making the distinction between capabilities and functionings. There is further 
acknowledgement of the pluralism and heterogeneity of the individuals and factors 
operating within the space of the approach. The incompleteness of the approach has 
sometimes been posited as both a strength and weakness, questioning the extent to 
which the capability approach is able to be operationalised without an identification 
of valuable capabilities (Sugden 1993; Nussbaum 2003; Clark 2005).
Whilst Nussbaum (2000) has formally endorsed her list of ten central human 
capabilities to value, Sen is careful to advocate for incompleteness, arguing that to 
generate a fixed list from pure theory is to deny the possibility of fruitful public 
participation on what should be included. Furthermore, the deliberation of what 
Fig. 3.2. Capability approach and Indigenous peoples
Individual
Family & extended family
Clan, dialect group, language group
Country
CapabiltiesResources
Commodities
Functionings
ChoiceConversion factors
Source: Authors’ adaptation based on Trani et al 2011 in (Yap and Yu 2016c)
Note:  ‘Country’ is a term used by Aboriginal people to refer to the land to which they belong and their 
place of Dreaming. Aboriginal language usage of the word ‘country’ is much broader than standard 
English.
  See more at: http://australianmuseum.net.au/Glossary-Indigenous-Australia-terms#sthash.
AjcYO56t.dpuf
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should be included in the lists through public discussion and reasoning can lead to 
better understanding of the role, reach and significance of particular capabilities (Sen 
2004a). To date, expert approaches and existing data from surveys and censuses have 
been used extensively to define a list of capabilities (Robeyns 2005b; Alkire 2007). 
However, as noted, the importance of context and the right of peoples to determine 
for themselves which capabilities are valuable goes to the heart of Indigenous self-
determination as set out in the UNDRIP. Indigenous perspectives and worldviews 
lay the foundation of augmenting the capability approach in terms of understanding 
how capabilities and wellbeing are conceptualised and how individual and collective 
wellbeing interact and intersect. Asking the question, which capabilities are those 
that should be listed and endorsed, gives rise to further questions about what 
theories and frameworks might strengthen the workings of the capability approach 
for Indigenous peoples and their conceptions of wellbeing.
Indigenous research paradigms
Indigenous research methodologies have emerged in New Zealand, Canada and 
Australia to challenge the dominant research frameworks within which indigenous 
peoples have been subjected as ‘the other’, as opposed to having control over 
a research paradigm that privileges Indigenous ways of knowing, voices and 
worldviews (Smith 1999; Martin 2003; Chilisa 2012; Walter and Andersen 2013; 
Smylie et al. 2014).
Just as feminist theories and frameworks have created a space of privileging the 
experience and knowledge of women, so do Indigenous research paradigms and 
methods privilege the experience of indigenous people. Indigenous research 
paradigms emerged from the discontent of indigenous scholars with the 
inappropriate lens used and the philosophical underpinnings which has permeated 
much of the research on indigenous peoples, both in the past and today. The 
resulting distance between indigenous and non-indigenous people and scholars 
as a product of the power relations which exist in the current dominant research 
paradigms is aptly described by some indigenous scholars who note that ‘research’ 
has a bad reputation amongst many indigenous peoples as they contend with the 
label of being the most researched population in the world (Bishop 1999; Rigney 
1999; Smith 2012, pxi; Brands and Gooda 2006; Yu 2012). 
Yap 97
Indigenous research paradigms are a statement by indigenous scholars that business 
as usual will no longer be appropriate in the academy, and research conducted with 
indigenous communities must have substantial benefit for the community involved 
and reflect the values and spirit set out in the various national and international 
guidelines. The challenge to indigenous and non-indigenous researchers working 
in the area is to question the epistemology and methodology of the research. 
Indigenous scholars in Australia and New Zealand argue that the process of 
decolonisation in research practices is an important step towards appropriate 
epistemology (Smith 1999; Martin 2003; Moreton-Robinson and Walter 2010; 
Walter 2016). 
Epistemology becomes critically important because the perspectives that a researcher 
bring to the process are not value free, and as a result the interpretation and 
conclusions drawn from the findings (whether qualitative or quantitative) will be 
based on the construction of worldviews which they themselves have been exposed 
to and live in. Epistemology is the understanding of the knowledge that one 
adopts and the philosophy with which knowledge and efforts to gather knowledge 
are approached. Kendall et al. (2011) argued that the adoption of an Indigenous 
research paradigm is an indigenous response to the dominant paradigms and a 
challenge to Western research paradigms to be mindful and recognise that for most 
part, indigenous knowledge and experience is either considered to be of not equal 
value or at worst, irrelevant or invisible to the dominant discussion. 
Indigenous research paradigms call for research ‘with’ indigenous peoples, driven by 
indigenous peoples as opposed to ‘on’ indigenous peoples and ‘about’ indigenous 
peoples. Indigenous research paradigms also calls for the recognition that to 
understand what brings about indigenous wellbeing is also about knowing there 
are different knowledge bases that form these values and articulations (Smith 1999; 
Martin 2003). Thus conceptions and understandings of Indigenous wellbeing 
require us to engage with the long history of colonisation and oppression that 
underpin indigenous struggles for recognition, self-determination and power 
(Rigney 1999; Smith 1999; Rigney 2001).
Contextualisations of living a ‘good life’ are based on the unique experiences 
that various indigenous peoples face. Indigenous peoples as a group are not by 
themselves homogenous. There is heterogeneity and diversity across space, time 
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and peoples. The experience of wellbeing will differ for an indigenous person living 
in the city compared to their counterpart living in remote areas; similarly, for those 
who consider themselves saltwater people versus those who are land-based or river-
based. Furthermore, the sad and harsh history of colonisation has intergenerational 
implications on how wellbeing is felt and understood, and as a result articulated 
and defined. Indigenous research paradigms call for research that places indigenous 
experience, ways of being, doing and knowing at the centre of research methodologies 
and through that the co-construction or co-production of knowledge. 
In Aotearoa New Zealand, Kaupapa Māori has been positioned as being of central 
importance and underpins much research, policy and service delivery. Kaupapa 
Māori seeks to operationalise Māori People’s aspirations to restructure power 
relations so that partners can be autonomous and interact from this position rather 
than from a position of subordination and dominance (Bishop 2008, p439). In 
Australia, Indigenous standpoint theories and nayri kati, developed by Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson and Maggie Walter (2009) both reinforce Indigenous ways of 
knowing, doing and being in framing research questions and methodologies.
Indigenous research methodologies also highlight the importance of context and 
historical experience through the application of their worldviews and lens in framing 
research questions and paradigms. In essence, research frameworks and program 
designs must include understanding and positioning of family, connection to 
country and culture, and self-determination and holism for Indigenous peoples that 
are aligned with themes that have emerged from the Indigenous wellbeing literature 
as outlined in the previous section (Martin 2003; Moreton-Robinson 2013). 
Making the recognit ion space vis ible:  Recognit ion pr inciples 
Building on Taylor’s recognition space, scholars Kukutai and Walter (2015) 
identify five recognition principles to address statistical functionality for indigenous 
peoples—geographical diversity, cultural diversity, other ways of knowing, mutual 
capability building and Indigenous decision making. The authors argue these five 
recognition principles are the beginnings of a meaningful meeting in the recognition 
space, in particular for genuine participation and decision making by indigenous 
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peoples to shape the functionality of indigenous statistics. The principles outlined by 
the authors very much form the building blocks of implementing the UNDRIP in 
the data context. 
With respect to recognising geographical diversity and cultural diversity, scholars 
including Kukutai and Walter (2015) have argued that the data collected on 
indigenous peoples are not collected with the intention of meeting the needs of 
indigenous peoples or reflecting their lived realities. In Australia, a survey of the 
literature, information databases and national statistical collection agencies points to 
a common thread of the production of population binaries of indigenous and non-
indigenous through the inclusion of indigenous self-identification questions (Rowse 
2012; Taylor 2013; Walter and Andersen 2013). However, these population binaries 
collected through a post-colonial framework is not of geographical, social or cultural 
relevant to indigenous people and communities on the ground (Morphy 2007; 
Kukutai 2011b; Yu 2012). 
Even when there are surveys specifically designed to capture Indigenous 
worldviews such as the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social and 
Health Surveys, a large part of these surveys is still intended for comparative 
purposes with the general population and to meet government needs (Taylor 
2008; Walter 2013). The defined spatial and geographical classifications mask the 
diversity of the hundreds of language groups and nations that make up Australia’s 
First Peoples, and as a result limit the usability of the data to inform the wellbeing 
and aspirations of collective groups such as the Ngunnawal, Noongar, Torres 
Strait, or the Yawuru, just to name a few. 
Article 18 of the UNDRIP affirms that indigenous peoples have the right to 
participate in decision making in matters which would affect their rights through 
their own means, presentations and procedures (UN 2007). One way in which 
indigenous peoples have been involved in this principle at the higher level has been 
through representation or roles on statistical advisory boards, though Kukutai and 
Walter (2015) have argued that this does not constitute autonomy or genuine 
attempts of power sharing. They further argue that, to date, Māori and Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islanders remain largely marginalised from the design, production 
and use of Indigenous data. At a more localised level, Indigenous communities have 
begun the process of setting their own wellbeing agenda and priorities. Events set in 
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train by the Yawuru people of Broome in Western Australia provide a prime example 
of self-determination on how the principles of the UNDRIP can be implemented 
on the ground. Participation by members of the community, respect, control of 
information, capacity building and cultural rights were core to the conduct of the 
2011 Knowing Our Community Survey (KOCS) (Taylor et al. 2014). 
Recognising there are different ways of knowing goes to the heart of Indigenous 
research paradigms. Most of the analysis on indigenous wellbeing depends on 
existing secondary data collected for various purposes including informing 
government needs. Whilst the framework that underpins the data collection 
might be indigenous-specific, it does not go far enough to prioritise the point 
thatiIndigenous peoples and other minority groups may conceptualise and 
understand wellbeing differently. Concepts such as ngarlu for Karrajadi and liyan for 
the Yawuru and neighbouring peoples in Broome refer to inner spirit, the centre of 
emotions and wellbeing while Miyupimaatisiuun for the Cree in Canada translates 
as ‘being alive well’. These concepts all suggest the need for a different starting point 
of understanding wellbeing: a shared understanding and a relational understanding 
(Roe 2000; Adelson 2009; McKenna and Anderson 2011; Watene and Yap 2015). 
Arguably, there could be more concerted efforts around recognising this beyond just 
incorporating Indigenous-specific dimensions of particular aspects of wellbeing.
Last but not least, there is a recognised need for mutual capability building 
whereby cultural competence could be built within the existing structures to 
transform hegemonic practices. On the one hand, there is a need to build capacity 
on the part of producers of Indigenous statistics and information such as official 
statistical agencies. This needs to happen through increased awareness of how 
cultural assumptions and values of the dominant frameworks which agencies seek 
to populate with information influence the type of information produced by the 
agencies. However, capacity building on the part of Indigenous communities is also 
vital to ensure that Indigenous peoples can meaningfully participate in the creation 
of knowledge about themselves (Smith 1999; Lovett 2016).
There needs to be sustained effort to build the statistical capability to understand 
how data is categorised, collected and disseminated so that challenges to the 
inaccurate representation of worldviews can be undertaken (Kukutai and Walter 
2015). More important, building this capacity can lead to further questioning 
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by Indigenous communities of the status quo process of data collection and data 
scope. In combination, these processes can only lead to enhancing the statistical 
functionality of indigenous data. The principles outlined by the authors also reflect 
the guiding principles of working with Indigenous peoples more generally to 
move from non-recognition, or in some cases from misrecognition, to recognition 
(Kukutai and Walter 2015, p324).
Participatory research methodologies
Participatory research methods have emerged as possible pathways towards 
meaningful inclusion and participation. Participatory research methods 
emerged in the 1970s and 1980s as ways of producing knowledge grounded 
in a participatory worldview where participants are involved in the research 
process from beginning to end (Chambers 1997; Conrad and Campbell 2008). 
Participatory research seeks to create a space where local insights and priorities 
are made visible and prioritised. The main tenets of participatory research are 
therefore people, process and change or transformation. There is a continuum of 
participation in research ranging from being consulted, to setting the research 
agenda, to bringing about change and transformation through action research 
(Cornwall and Jewkes 1995; Chambers 1997; Park 1999). Ideally, participatory 
research involves a joint process of knowledge production and creation that leads 
to new insights for both the researcher and the practitioner or, in the case here, 
indigenous communities (White and Pettit 2004). 
There is a preconception that participatory research is primarily a qualitative 
endeavour but participatory approaches can be used to generate both qualitative and 
quantitative information. Cornwall and Jewkes (1995, p1667) suggest that what is 
distinctive about participatory research does not lie in which methods are used, but 
rather the methodological context of the application of methods. The authors argue 
that similar methods can be used quite differently depending on the methodology 
framing and standpoint of the researcher. 
Participatory processes can provide people with the freedom to define for themselves 
which human and social capabilities are most valuable to their development. These 
approaches go some way towards shifting the power relationships from those who 
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traditionally define the development priorities to indigenous peoples themselves, 
who directly experience the outcome of the development policies (Gigler 2005; 
Braun et al. 2013). Participatory research seeks contradicting or dissenting views, 
and in doing so, different narratives and perspectives of the same subject can enable 
the discovery of new knowledge or a better understanding of current knowledge 
(Bergold and Thomas 2012). 
The fundamental principles of participatory research methodologies are not 
dissimilar to those of the capability approach and Indigenous research paradigms. 
Participatory approaches and Sen’s capability approach have the shared purpose of 
obtaining outcomes that people value whilst supporting a choice process that may be 
intrinsically empowering and valuable (Alkire 2002b, p127). Similarly, participatory 
research methodologies consider research partners as co-researchers with their own 
worldviews, own sets of skills and strengths that come together for the purpose of 
co-producing new knowledge. As a result, the methodologies and methods employed 
require active reflection on the values and norms that each party brings to the 
research process (Bergold and Thomas 2012; White 2016). 
Participatory methods value and create opportunities for the centring of 
indigenous knowledge. They involve extension beyond just informed consent to 
research to involvement of indigenous peoples throughout the research process. 
Whilst participatory research methodology has been used extensively in developing 
countries with minority groups and marginalised groups, the implementation of 
this approach in Australia has primarily been concentrated in the health sector, 
despite the recognition of the value of this approach to Indigenous communities as 
early as the late 1970s (Hall and Lindzey 1978; Kendall et al. 2011). In Australia, 
participatory research approaches have been used in the conceptualisation of 
Aboriginal child wellbeing, social and emotional wellbeing, money and wellbeing, 
to investigate urban notions of wellbeing, spirituality and also country and 
wellbeing (Greiner et al. 2005; Grieves 2007; Priest et al. 2012; Kingsley et al. 
2013; Godinho 2014).
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A space for reflection and experimentation
All three theories proposed in this chapter share an understanding of wellbeing as 
a socially and culturally constructed process, shaped by the cultural and historical 
context in which it is being conceptualised. As a result, any conceptions and 
understandings of wellbeing, and following from that the representation and 
measurement of wellbeing is best articulated by those on the ground. 
The motivation and standpoint of the theoretical framework implies that the 
research employed in this thesis is influenced or informed by Indigenous worldviews 
and will contain processes which privilege Indigenous worldviews, but it does 
not stem from Indigenous worldviews or an Indigenous view point as I am non-
Indigenous. However, I am critically aware that my positionality shapes the 
approach taken to address the research questions. 
In navigating carefully in this cross-cultural space, Alkire (2015, p1) proposes the 
need for reflection and experimentation in measuring wellbeing. The following 
chapters take up this challenge in two parts. In the first instance, current approaches 
to measuring Indigenous wellbeing will be extended. Using secondary data, I 
extend the analysis recognising geographical diversity and cultural diversity in the 
broadest sense. The limitations of this approach are then presented, posing a further 
question—is there an alternative way?
The thesis then ‘experiments’ with the possibility of an alternative approach which 
can potentially strengthen the link between ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ by bringing 
into direct conversation substantive and evaluative aspects of Indigenous wellbeing 
through primary data collection. A methodology grounded in rights, Indigenous 
worldviews and participation is proposed as a potential way forward to implement 
the UNDRIP at the community level in terms of enacting self-determination and 
choice in this alternative approach.
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Chapter 4
Operationalising the recognition 
space: Proposed analysis of 
Indigenous wellbeing
Aims and proposed analysis 
Two questions are of interest to this thesis. First, how can we extend the current 
approaches to measuring indigenous wellbeing? Second, is there an alternative way 
of understanding and measuring indigenous wellbeing which reflects the principles 
from Kukutai and Walter (2015) outlined in Chapter 3. Together, they help us 
determine what the objects of value are and what is the importance attached to 
the objects posed by Sen (1987). This chapter outlines the broad research plan and 
proposed analysis for operationalising the recognition space.
Operationalising can be defined as the process of transforming a concept into a well-
defined metric which may or may not involve a process of quantification (Comim 
2001). The author further suggests there is a sequence in the transformation of a 
theory into an object of practical value consisting of the following: elaboration of 
theoretical concept, transformation of concept into empirical variables and use of 
these variables in qualitative or quantitative empirical analysis (Comim 2001, p1). 
In terms of operationalising notions of Iindigenous wellbeing in the established 
literature, two distinct bodies of work can be broadly grouped as quantitative or 
qualitative approaches. The first body of work, primarily quantitative in nature, 
centres on transforming wellbeing concepts into empirical variables and, where 
applicable, using these proxy variables in further analysis. This includes assessing 
wellbeing outcomes through the ranking of a composite measure of wellbeing 
(Cooke et al. 2007; Biddle 2009; Biddle 2013; Sullivan and McHardy 2013) or 
examining factors associated with self-reported measures of subjective wellbeing 
(Dockery 2012; Biddle 2014b). 
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The second body of work is primarily concerned with interrogating wellbeing 
conceptualisations using qualitative approaches to gain an in-depth understanding 
of how wellbeing is contextually constructed. Subsequently, the findings serve to 
inform a theoretical concept or framework (Greiner et al. 2005; Grieves 2007; 
Priest et al. 2012; Kingsley et al. 2013). To date, there has been little interaction 
between the two bodies of work due to philosophical differences in approaches and/
or resource constraints. There have also been few opportunities to operationalise 
in sequence from elaboration of concepts to use of empirical measures for analysis 
within the indigenous context. 
Broad research plan
There is not a single source of information which enables this thesis to address a 
multitude of questions. As this chapter will demonstrate, much of the existing data 
is inadequate for addressing some of the research aims. As a result, a multi-approach 
research plan has been employed using different sets of analysis, drawing on both 
qualitative and quantitative data, primary and secondary data.
The research plan was designed around two sets of distinct but inter-related 
analysis. The first set of analysis begins by locating itself in the empirical tradition 
of understanding wellbeing using tested and validated methods. These include 
constructing a composite index of wellbeing and also examining the factors 
associated with Indigenous subjective wellbeing (SWB) and Indigenous social 
and emotional wellbeing (SEWB). The analysis extends existing approaches by 
considering context and culture specificities. In the process, the strengths and 
potential learnings are recognised and articulated. 
The second set of analysis takes up the challenge of addressing the gap identified 
in the literature review through an alternative approach working with the Yawuru 
community in Broome, Western Australia. This approach provides the opportunity 
to operationalise the recognition space from conception to measures, thereby 
bringing together the substantive and evaluative aspects of wellbeing. The Yawuru 
case study used a participatory mixed-methods methodology grounded in rights, 
capabilities and Indigenous worldviews as a way towards implementing the 
UNDRIP to explore understandings of wellbeing within the substantive sphere. This 
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in turn ensured that measures developed for use in the evaluative space of wellbeing 
represented the underlying concept of wellbeing for the Yawuru. Both sets of 
analyses address two critical aspects of wellbeing metrics: the selection of dimensions 
and indicators (What object is of value?) and the weighting of priorities (What is the 
importance attached to the different objects of value?). 
In the remaining sections of this chapter, the following material will be outlined. The 
types of data typically used to understand and evaluate Indigenous wellbeing will 
be canvassed, including a brief description of the data source and an assessment of 
the appropriateness of the data source for the proposed analysis. Following that, the 
research plan underpinning the two sections will be provided. Within the respective 
sections, the current approaches will be synthesised with suggestions on how these 
approaches can be further developed. The methods, data sources, strengths and 
challenges associated with each approach will be explored in subsequent chapters. 
Data: Requirements, availability and functionality
There are generally two types of data – primary and secondary data. Primary data 
is defined as data that is collected with the aim of generating a new dataset or to 
address a set of research questions or needs. Primary data need not be limited to 
survey data. It can also include information collected through semi-structured 
interviews, focus group discussions or ethnographic research. Secondary data, on 
the other hand, is defined as data that is readily available and previously generated 
which may be considered for the research analysis. A national census or large sample 
surveys are examples of secondary data. Given the high costs associated with data 
collection as well as potential respondent fatigue, primary data collection is not 
always a feasible option for research projects, in particular a doctoral research project 
with resource and time constraints.
In any empirical analysis, a major challenge is data requirements. The questions of 
whether the data required exists and the adequacy of existing datasets in capturing the 
pluralism or multidimensionality of the concept will need to be addressed in the first 
instance. For example, in using the capability approach to understanding wellbeing, 
aspects such as agency, freedom, capabilities, functionings, conversion factors, and 
objective and subjective measures are required for the empirical operation. 
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Much of what has been empirically analysed to date around Indigenous wellbeing in 
Australia is based on pre-existing secondary data collected for multiple stakeholders 
such as the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS), 
the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey and 
the Australian census (Dockery 2012; Biddle 2014b; Manning et al. 2015). At a 
minimum, the data required to understand Indigenous wellbeing would be the 
disaggregation of information by Indigenous status or the availability of necessary 
data for Indigenous Australians. 
However, several scholars have observed that much of the data that is useful in 
typifying aspects of Indigenous wellbeing or Indigenous peoples is not currently 
captured by existing datasets (Taylor 2008; Prout 2011; Yu 2011). Furthermore, 
where the datasets are available, the usability or functionality of the default data 
categories, the questions asked and the geographical units into which data is 
disaggregated do not always accommodate the research question or accurately 
represent the diversity and circumstances of Indigenous Australians (Morphy 2007; 
Taylor 2008; Yu 2011; Taylor 2013). Prout (2011, p330) suggests an opportunity 
exists to produce potentially ground-breaking alternatives in Indigenous articulations 
of wellbeing, and emphasises that the direct involvement of Indigenous participants 
in data production is critical to this process.
How are Indigenous Austral ians ident i f ied in off ic ial  stat is-
t ics and data?
At this juncture, it is important to make several clarifying remarks and specify 
definitional issues regarding how Indigenous Australians are identified in different 
data collections. According to the UN, Indigenous peoples are defined using four 
criteria – historical precedence, non-dominance, cultural distinctiveness and self-
ascription (UN 2009; Kukutai 2010; Watene 2011). Despite the UN definition, 
across different countries and jurisdictions, indigenous peoples are recognised, 
defined and captured in official statistics or administrative arrangements in various 
ways, including not being recognised at all. In official statistical data collection, 
identification occurs primarily via self-identification in the following ways: descent, 
ancestry or ethnicity. 
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In Australia, a person is considered Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander if 
she or he 
i. is of  Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander origin
ii. identifies as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
iii. is accepted by an Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander community. 
(Department of  Aboriginal Affairs 1981)
In official and administrative data collection, the enumeration of  Indigenous 
status requires the individual to know their biological ancestry and make a decision 
whether to disclose that information when requested. This is typically done by 
answering the following question: 
Are you of  Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander origin? 
i. No, 
ii. Yes, Aboriginal
iii. Yes, Torres Strait Islander
iv. Both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
(ABS 2010)
Throughout the thesis, when the term Indigenous Australians is used, it represents 
a collective grouping of all individuals who have identified as either Aboriginal, 
Torres Strait Islander or both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander. Although the 
information is presented as an aggregate, this does not imply that this group of 
people is homogenous. Instead, there are differences within the group of people and 
these differences will be examined, in particular by gender and by geography. 
The production of population binaries and representation of Indigenous and non-
Indigenous population is therefore a by-product of these questions and an artefact of 
all datasets containing an Indigenous sample (Morphy 2007; Altman 2009; Taylor 
2009; Kukutai and Taylor 2012; Rowse 2012; Walter and Andersen 2013). Caldwell 
(1996) and Taylor (2009) have persuasively made the argument that in attempting 
to construct demographic, social, economic and cultural categories and concepts and 
represent them through appropriate measures, the problem is a tendency to equate 
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these statistical categories with the underlying social reality. In translating complex 
concepts into measures, reductionism occurs whereby local contexts which gave rise 
to better understandings are lost in the process of generalising (Taylor 2008; Merry 
2011; Walter and Andersen 2013; Morphy 2016). 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars and communities have highlighted the 
pressing need for data at the community or tribe level to inform the needs of 
community (Yu 2011; Taylor et al. 2012; Yu 2012; Walter 2013; Taylor et al. 
2014). Much of the analysis of the ‘Indigenous population’ is in fact analysis of a 
statistical creation based on aggregated individual level data (Walter 2005; Andersen 
2008; Kukutai 2011a; Rowse 2012). Thus, analysis of Indigenous peoples using 
these population binaries renders the unique history, affiliation to country and 
culture attached to the different nations, language groups and nations invisible to 
policy makers and researchers (Walter and Andersen 2013). The collection and 
representation of the Australian Indigenous population in this matter implies that to 
date, there is no official population data collected to portray the hundreds of distinct 
Aboriginal nations that make up the Australian Indigenous population (Kukutai and 
Walter 2015). In using existing official data to understand wellbeing, one is therefore 
restricted to the existing categories and concepts that are constructed and used to 
define the population of interest by others, not by the peoples whom the data is 
meant to represent and serve. 
A potential issue that arises in analysis using existing datasets is self-identification 
over time. Indigenous peoples may have a different propensity to identify depending 
on purpose, context and other factors (Snipp 1986; Eschbach 1993; Nagel 1995; 
Passel 1997; Eschbach et al. 1998; Hunter and Ayyar 2011; ABS 2012b; NSW 
Aboriginal Affairs 2015). There is a substantial body of  work looking at the 
propensities to identify and also how ethnic mobility plays out between different 
survey instruments as well as different time frames (Guimond 1999; Guimond et al. 
2004; Carter et al. 2009; ABS 2012b; Andersen 2014a; Biddle and Campbell 2014). 
This does not invalidate the findings but it is useful to bear in mind that, when 
analysing trends over time, the changes observed may not necessarily reflect the 
same population group. 
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Secondar y  sources  of  data  on  Ind igenous  populat ions  in 
Aust ra l ia
To address the key questions of this thesis, a first step is to canvass the existing 
datasets to determine what is readily available to enable understanding of what 
defines, what constitutes and what factors enable indigenous wellbeing. The coverage 
and the potential benefits and limitations of the various datasets point to using a 
combination of datasets to answer different sets of questions. In some instances, 
the limitations may result in a need to change the set of questions posed to fit 
the broader research aim. There are four types of quantitative data with varying 
Indigenous sample size and also breadth of information covered. They include 
cross-sectional surveys, longitudinal surveys, administrative data and community-
controlled data (Biddle 2014a).11 An overview of some of the data collections that 
contains information on the Australian Indigenous population relevant for this thesis 
will be described in this section. 
11. Refer to Biddle (2014) for a comprehensive review of available data relating to Indigenous 
Australians.
Table 4.1. Estimated Resident Population and Persons by Usual Residence 
Aboriginal Torres Strait 
Islander
Both Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait 
Islanders
2001 Indigenous 
Profile
366,429 26,046 17,528
Population 
Estimate, 2001 
Census 
366,542 26,240 17,630
2011 Indigenous 
Profile
495,757 31,407 21,206
Population 
Estimate, 2011 
Census
606,164 38,134 25,583
Source: Customised calculations based on the 2001 Census and 2011 Census
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Data avai labi l i ty
Austra l ian  census 
The Australian census is undertaken five-yearly and provides the most comprehensive 
source of data about Indigenous Australians, in particular the coverage of population 
size and distribution nationally. However, there are substantial undercounts in 
particular parts of the country (ABS 2012a). The consistency in the set of definitions 
and questions over time, especially in the last few censuses, allows for direct 
comparisons with minimal manipulation of the data to ensure that similar aspects 
are being compared. 
In the 2011 Census, 548,370 individuals identified as being Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander. The Torres Strait Islander population represented six per cent 
of the total Indigenous population and those identifying as both Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander represented four per cent of the total Australian population. 
After adjusting for undercount, the ABS estimates that in 2011 there were 606,164 
individuals identifying as Aboriginal, 38,134 individuals identifying as Torres Strait 
Islander and 25,583 individuals identifying as both Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander (Table 4.1).
Between 2001 and 2011, the Indigenous population increased by 34 per cent. 
Whilst part of this increase can be attributed to natural increases (that is, an 
excess of births over deaths), a substantial portion of this change is a reflection of 
other factors: firstly, a higher rate of self-identification, possibly through political 
developments such as the Apology to Australia’s Indigenous peoples; and secondly, 
greater efforts by the ABS to capture the Indigenous population and improve 
statistical coverage (Biddle 2012). 
While the census is the largest dataset on Indigenous peoples in Australia, it 
remains constrained by the breadth of dimensions covered, which are limited to 
primarily demographic and socioeconomic information. It does however offer the 
strength of geographically disaggregated data about particular areas/communities 
or neighbourhoods, allowing for the development of wellbeing measures at the 
small area level. This is particularly useful to governments and service providers in 
targeting resources and identifying needs. 
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Previously, scholars have argued for the spatial units used to represent data for 
policy-related research to be meaningful for the particular issue and population 
under investigation. This resulted in attempts by the ABS to redesign their 
geographical classifications (ABS 2007; Hugo 2007; Taylor and Biddle 2008). 
The Australian Indigenous Geographical Classification (AIGC) was an attempt to 
incorporate some sensitivity around Indigenous ‘social catchments’ by configuring 
boundaries and producing a set of spatial units reflective of the distribution of the 
Indigenous population (Taylor and Biddle 2008, p2). 
Since 2006, the ABS have begun building a dataset linking five per cent of the 
sample from the 2006 Census with the 2011 Census using linkage techniques. 
The linked dataset known as the Australian Census Longitudinal Dataset (ACLD), 
contains approximately 800,759 records. Given the high rates of undercount in 
the census of sub-population groups such as people of Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander origin, people living in remote areas and those in the age group 
20–29, the linkage rates for the ACLD for those population groups are also the 
lowest (ABS 2013). 
Table 4.2. Indigenous sample contained within the various surveys
Survey Indigenous sample  
(Number) 
Indigenous Sample 
(Size)
National Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
 Islander Social Survey (2008)  
(All ages)
13,402 100 %
Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait  
Islander Health Survey (2012-2013) 
(All Ages)
12,900 100%
Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in 
Australia (HILDA) Wave 8 (15 years and over)
216 adults 1.32%
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Nat iona l  Sur veys
National surveys enable the examination of a richer set of information but are 
constrained by their geographical breakdown. The estimates that are produced in 
sample surveys tend to be at the state level. As a result, in states like Victoria, where 
the Indigenous population is small, the surveys do not provide reliable estimates 
below state level.12 
In Australia, there are several large sample surveys which contain information 
about Indigenous Australians (Table 4.2). The National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Social Survey (NATSISS) is a nationally representative sample of the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander population in Australia. However, it is limited 
by the level of geographical information available. The NATSISS was first collected 
in 1994, in part as a response to the findings by the Royal Commission into 
Aboriginal Deaths in Custody (1991) on the lack of policy-relevant Indigenous data. 
Since then it has been collected in 2002, 2008 and 2014–15. 
The NATSISS contains information on cultural activities, language, participation, 
and community-related indicators, enabling a range of dimensions for analysis of 
particular aspects of Indigenous social and cultural circumstances. The domains of 
the NATSISS include citizenship and governance, education, learning and skills, 
family, kinship and community, culture, heritage and leisure, health, customary, 
voluntary and paid work, income and economic resources, law and justice and 
housing, infrastructure and resources (ABS 2009). Whilst rich in breadth in 
comparison to the Australian census, the NATSISS is limited in the depth of 
geographical information allowing only disaggregation by remote and non-remote 
and by state. 
The Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey (AATSIHS) is 
the other nationally representative survey of the Australia Indigenous population 
across different aspects of health. It was previously known as the National Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Health Survey (NATSIHS). It collects information from 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations in remote and non-remote areas. 
12. Refer to the following link for details of undercoverage: http://www.abs.gov.au/
ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/ 4720.0~2008~Main+Features~ Interpretation+of+results? 
OpenDocument#192417231518994948
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In the latest version of the survey 2014-15, two elements were introduced to the 
existing NATSIHS: a National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Nutrition 
and Physical Activity Survey (NATSINPAS) and a National Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander Health Measures Survey (NATSIHMS). In the 2012–13 AATSIHS, 
around 13, 000 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander individuals were surveyed, 
including children and adults. The survey covers topics such as health behaviours, 
risk factors, cultural factors, discrimination, contraception, demographic, economic 
and household information, social and emotional wellbeing as well as private health 
insurance coverage. 
In the latest version, some data is captured which could be of use in understanding 
Indigenous wellbeing for those aged 18 years and over. The Pearlin Mastery 
Scale13, the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS)14 and 
self-esteem questions derived from the Western Australian Aboriginal Child 
Health Survey (WAACHS)15 may provide some further insights into aspects of 
wellbeing for Indigenous Australians. The questions however, were only asked of 
the non-remote sample. 
As noted above, there are other general surveys which contain an Indigenous sample 
within their broader sample of the population. The HILDA survey is one such 
example. The HILDA is an annual longitudinal survey which contains information 
about economic and subjective wellbeing, income, family and household 
circumstances and labour market outcomes. The first wave was collected in 2001 
and covers all persons aged 15 years and over in the household, and for each wave 
household data and individual data are produced for analysis at the unit record 
13. The Pearlin Mastery Scale is a measure of the extent that an individual feels he/she has control 
over events and ongoing situations in his/her life (Pearlin and Schooler 1987).  
14. The MSPSS is a 12-item, uni-dimensional tool used to measure how a person perceives their 
support system, including sources of social support from family, friends and partners (Zimet et al. 
1988).
15. The WAACHS is a first survey collected to provide a profile of health and wellbeing of over 
5,000 Aboriginal children and young people aged 0 to 17 living in Western Australia (Zubrick  
et al 2004).
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level. In 2016, the survey has a time depth of 15 years. There were 216 Indigenous 
respondents in wave 8 of the HILDA survey, representing 1.32 per cent of the total 
sample for analysis (16,400 persons).
There are other Indigenous specific surveys such as the Longitudinal Survey of 
Indigenous Children (LSIC), which facilitate the examination of early lives of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children over time. The LSIC began in 
2008 and is currently in its seventh wave. Given the focus of the thesis is on the 
Indigenous adult population, the inclusion of the LSIC is beyond the scope of this 
thesis and discussion. 
Admin is t rat ive  datasets
Administrative datasets are administered by various government departments with 
the aim of collecting information on use of services. Examples of administrative 
datasets include Centrelink data, the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
hospital separations data and Job Services data. These datasets are primarily focused 
on providing a database on client outcomes, service usage and also demographic 
and socioeconomic data. As a result, information pertaining to the wellbeing of 
Indigenous clients is not necessarily the primary focus of information collection.
Data Functionality
Table 4.3 summarises different data sources about Indigenous Australians against 
whether they meet the recognition principles outlined by Kukutai and Walter 
(2015). 
It is clear that not all datasets in the table are complete in terms of the breadth and 
depth of their coverage across all levels of national, regional and community (See 
Table 4 3). Census data allows for the monitoring of Indigenous demographic and 
socioeconomic outcomes at a disaggregated level of geography such as Indigenous 
regions. The census gives us a sense of the size and distribution of the Australian 
population over time and enables us to answer questions such as whether the 
Indigenous population is increasingly becoming more urbanised, whether the 
Indigenous population is ageing, what proportion of the labour force is Indigenous, 
and what types of jobs they may occupy. However, to address questions such as 
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whether Indigenous peoples on average are more likely to report higher levels of 
happiness and lower levels of psychological distress or what factors are associated 
with greater happiness, national surveys such as the NATSISS and AATSIHS will be 
the instrument of choice.
The NATSISS was in part the answer to the call for policy-relevant Indigenous 
data for decisions makers. Despite the breadth of data and information now 
available for undertaking the empirical approaches outlined in the beginning of this 
chapter, much of the information is not necessarily available for a level of analysis 
which is meaningful and functional for Indigenous communities in Australia. The 
challenge now is how these datasets can better serve Indigenous communities in 
their decision making and in their efforts to improve their own wellbeing. Whilst 
we increasingly have access to datasets and surveys which consist of Indigenous 
wellbeing information, it is unclear if we are any closer to understanding if and how 
Indigenous wellbeing is achieved. 
Various Indigenous groups and organisations have begun their own processes of 
collecting information and setting priorities according to their worldviews (Walling 
et al. 2009; Erickson 2012; Kukutai and Taylor 2012; Taylor et al. 2012; Taylor 
et al. 2014). Kukutai and Taylor (2012) have profiled two case studies in Australia 
and Aotearoa New Zealand by which demographic information and wellbeing 
frameworks were indigenised to better meet the needs of local groups. In the 
Australian example, the Yawuru ‘Knowing Our Community Survey’ was an example 
of a community controlled data collection which enabled Yawuru to represent and 
understand themselves. 
In Aotearoa New Zealand, the Māori Plan for Tāmaki Makaurau in Auckland was 
informed by Māori aspirations, worldviews and values. As a result, the core Māori 
values of whanaungatanga (relatedness), rangatiratanga (autonomy and leadership), 
manaakitanga (the capacity to care for others as well as the natural environment), 
wairuatanga (spirituality and identity) and kaitiakitanga (guardianship) were the 
building blocks of the Māori Plan and central to Māori conceptions of wellbeing 
(Kukutai and Taylor 2012; IMSB no date). The principles of these two case studies 
in indigenising demography and wellbeing frameworks, as we shall see, provided the 
pathway towards the development of the case study in Section III (Chapter 6, 7 and 8).
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Proposed analysis 
Reflecting and extending current approaches to 
measuring Indigenous wellbeing
In this section, existing tools such as composite measures and subjective wellbeing 
measures of Indigenous wellbeing are utilised. In the preceding chapters, the 
importance of context and culture in conceptualising and measuring Indigenous 
wellbeing has been asserted. In addition to considering cultural diversity as a key 
factor in extending the existing analysis, gender and place as contextual lenses for 
framing the analysis will be also introduced and characterised.
Composite measures of  Indigenous wel lbeing
In Australia, composite measures to summarise social and economic outcomes of 
the Indigenous population have been undertaken since 1986 (Tesfaghiorghis 1991). 
For over two decades, composite measures for Indigenous Australians at the area 
level have been constructed for every census collected (Altman and Liu 1994; Gray 
and Auld 2000; Biddle 2009; Biddle 2013). There are two important considerations 
in constructing a composite measure—what aspects should be included in the 
composite measure and how to assign appropriate weights to the various aspects. 
Select ing dimensions of  wel lbeing:  What objects are of  val-
ue?
Alkire (2007) summarised five ways in which researchers select the domains 
which would be included in the composite measures: existing data or convention; 
assumptions or normative framework, public consensus, on-going deliberative 
participatory process and empirical evidence regarding people’s values. Not 
surprisingly, the selection of domains often defaults to what might be available in 
existing data, or convention. This method offers convenience but the potential danger 
here is that data becomes the only guiding criterion for the framework or analysis 
(Alkire 2007). The Millennium Development Goals, the Human Development Index 
and Nussbaum’s list of central human capabilities tend to fall under within the orbit of 
selection based on normative assumptions and public consensus. 
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The selection of dimensions can also be based on an existing theory, based on the 
researchers’ own worldviews or conventions in the literatures. Scholars attempting to 
draw a listing of dimensions tend to do so from a rights-based perspective, arguing 
that the dimensions listed represent the minimum of level of wellbeing that every 
human being should have a right to (Nussbaum 2000; Nussbaum 2003). Listings of 
capabilities or wellbeing measures are also sometimes explicitly drawn from expert 
analysis in the literature. For example, the determinants of subjective wellbeing can 
be assumed to be the capabilities and aspects of life that the individuals should aspire 
and ascribe to given the empirical association between those factors and subjective 
wellbeing. But whether individual level relationships translate to the broader level of 
group wellbeing and whether associations at the individual level can be assumed to 
hold at the aggregate level is potentially problematic. 
Deliberative participation processes is another example of how selection of 
dimensions is carried out (Clark 2005; Alkire 2007). This method, perhaps the 
one most aligned with the concept of process freedom and agency in the capability 
approach, provides a deeper understanding of why those various dimensions matter 
in a particular set of circumstances. Participatory methodologies, however, despite 
their strength of enhancing our understandings with input from the ground up, 
are not without limitations. The power imbalance between the researcher and 
participants has been raised as well as the bias that may be introduced through 
the process (Boser 2006; Cornwall 2008). The contextual and subjective nature of 
deliberation means that different populations at different points in time may develop 
different sets of listings of dimensions and indicators. This potentially circumscribes 
the ability to generalise findings from localised levels if that is the intention of the 
selection of dimensions.
Robeyns (2005b) contends that there are five criteria that one should employ when 
selecting or listing capabilities. They are explicit formulation, methodological 
justification, sensitivity to context, different levels of generality, and exhaustion and 
non-reduction. The author’s criteria highlight the importance of context and cultural 
diversity. The methodological justification and explicit formulation in selecting or 
listing capabilities brings to the fore the assumptions and underlying standpoint 
of the researchers to the process, much like the recognition principles proposed by 
Kukutai and Walter (2015).
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Applying weights:  What is  the importance attached to ob-
jects of  value?
The weights applied to the key dimensions of wellbeing have important implications 
for public policy. For that reason, dimensions assigned with higher weights may 
reflect greater significance. For the HDI, the weights in essence reflect the impact 
of three different components to the underlying measure, human development 
(Chowdhury and Squire 2006). There is a large body of research examining the use 
of different weighting schemes in the construction of the HDI. The findings from 
these surveys suggest the ranking of countries do not vary significantly depending on 
the type of weighting schemes (Srinavasan 1994; Ravallion 1997; Chowdhury and 
Squire 2006; Nguefack-Tsague et al. 2011). 
There are broadly three different ways of determining weights—data driven weights, 
hybrid weights, and normative or equal weights. Data driven methods largely use 
multivariate analysis to summarise the domains. Principal component analysis is 
a commonly used method to summarise the domains to derive a single composite 
measure (Salmond and Crampton 2002; Noble et al. 2003; ABS 2004; OECD 
2008). For a summary index, the first component is normally retained, which 
explains the greatest variation in the data. 
Applying equal weights to the domains is an example of using a normative approach. 
While at first glance, it may seem to be free of judgement; equal weights suggest 
that all dimensions are equally important (Decancq and Lugo 2013). This may not 
always hold true. It is fair to say that, in less developed countries, employment may 
be even more important than, for example, in a country where social security is 
available. Furthermore, for males and females, there may be different emphasis on 
dissimilar aspects of wellbeing. 
Increasingly surveys are collecting information about the state of individuals’ 
implicit wellbeing through information about their self-reported happiness and 
sadness (Decancq and Lugo 2013). These subjective measures of wellbeing can offer 
some insights as to what appropriate weights might best be used to aggregate the 
various domains of wellbeing. These are examples of hybrid weights. 
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Discrete Choice Experiment (DCE) offers an opportunity to derive weights using 
a participatory approach grounded in the preferences of the population at hand as 
revealed through choices. DCEs have also been used extensively to elicit preferences 
for different health care attributes and estimate values for quality of life states (Flynn 
et al. 2007; Coast et al. 2008; Flynn 2010). 
How can composite measure of  Indigenous wel lbeing be bet-
ter operat ional ised?
In an effort to address the dearth of information around gender differences within 
the Indigenous population, Yap and Biddle (2009) explored the gender disparities 
within the Indigenous population from the 2006 Census of Population and Housing 
through the construction of a Gender-Related Index for Indigenous Australians 
(GRIFIA). The GRIFIA was constructed for two reasons. Firstly, the extent to 
which Indigenous males and females differ in their socioeconomic outcomes is an 
important avenue of research. Secondly, understanding the differences at a regional 
level will enable a more nuanced approach to Indigenous development, especially as 
input into regional policy formulation. 
The GRIFIA was built on indicators such as employment, education and income 
partly because many policies around the Australian Federal government’s Closing the 
Gap agenda is centred on these issues (Yap and Biddle 2009). The findings from the 
paper highlighted that there were gender differences observed and that the ranking 
of the GRIFIA was sensitive to the set of variables used to create the index. The 
authors further noted that a different set of variables used to construct the GRIFIA 
could potentially paint a different outcome for Indigenous males and females across 
the regions.
For this thesis, the availability of the 2011 Census of Population and Housing 
provided an opportunity to update and expand on the 2006 GRIFIA using a 
broader range of measures. Given that one focus of the this thesis is describing the 
outcomes of Indigenous females and males on a geographical basis, the potentially 
wider range of information that could be derived from a different data source is 
foregone in exchange for greater geographical disaggregation using the Australian 
census. The framing of the GRIFIA through the ‘place’ lens in this thesis, much like 
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the GRIFIA in Yap and Biddle (2009), is undertaken through the use of Indigenous 
Regions as a unit of analysis available through the Australian Statistical Geography 
Standard (ASGS). 
A major contribution in this thesis is to extend the GRIFIA through a ‘culture’ 
lens to acknowledge the need for a broader evaluative space. The framing 
of the GRIFIA from a ‘cultural’ lens considers the themes which are central 
to Indigenous wellbeing outlined in Chapter 2, namely relatedness and 
distinctiveness. The speaking of an Indigenous language at home will be used 
to indicate a narrow aspect of identity and distinctiveness and the provision of 
unpaid care and support act as proxies for relatedness. 
In addition, two different weighting techniques will be used to test the sensitivity 
of the distribution of Indigenous regions. The extension of current approaches and 
different weighting schemes address the selection of dimensions and the importance 
of relative dimensions. Together they expand the current evaluative space for 
analysing Indigenous wellbeing and recognise cultural and geographical diversity in 
the broadest sense (Kukutai and Walter 2015). 
The census, however, only paints a partial view of Indigenous wellbeing. In terms 
of capabilities, the census facilitates to some extent the observation of functionings 
(outcomes). It does not reveal anything about freedoms or capabilities, although it 
could be argued that some of these factors may reflect the choices that individuals have 
made or may point to constraints that they face in achieving a particular outcome. 
There are other approaches to understanding why differences exist in the observed 
measures of wellbeing between gender, region and circumstances. One way 
to unpack the reasons behind the differences observed is through qualitative 
examination using semi-structured interviews or focus group discussions. Second, 
using regression analysis, the relationships between the aspect of interest and various 
correlates are examined to explain the observed differences empirically. The two 
methods are important, with the latter forming the approach of evaluating wellbeing 
in the next section. 
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Factors associated with Indigenous subject ive wel lbeing 
(SWB)
Increasingly, a commonly used approach to examining wellbeing is through the 
use of self-reported happiness as the object of interest. Whilst this area of wellbeing 
has been predominantly within the realm of psychologists and philosophers, the 
availability of questions on perceived happiness and life satisfaction in cross-country 
and national surveys like NATSISS in Australia and Te Kupenga in Aotearoa New 
Zealand has enabled the body of literature related to subjective wellbeing to extend 
to Indigenous populations (Dockery 2009; Dockery 2010; Dockery 2012; Biddle 
2014b; Manning et al. 2015; Statistics NZ 2015). 
In the NATSISS, there are several measures which can serve as a proxy for looking at 
Indigenous subjective wellbeing. In the 2008 NATSISS, respondents were asked ‘In 
the last four weeks, how often (a) had you been a happy person (b) felt full of life (c) 
felt calm and peaceful (d) had a lot of energy?’ There were five available responses to 
be chosen ‘All of the time’, ‘Most of the time’, ‘some of the time’, ‘a little of the time’ 
or ‘none of the time’. The analysis in this section will interrogate the factors which 
are associated with a higher likelihood of reporting being happy most or all of the 
time and a lower likelihood of reporting sadness most or all of the time. 
Factors associated with Indigenous social  and emotional 
wel lbeing (SEWB)
A potential measure of Indigenous SEWB is the Kessler Psychological Distress Scale 
(Kessler-5 or K-5) which is a subset of the more commonly known Kessler-10. 
The Kessler-5 has been found to be the more culturally appropriate within the 
Indigenous context. In particular the K-5 excludes questions which were considered 
inappropriate, and also contains changes to the wording of questions to enhance 
understanding in the Indigenous Australian context (Jorm et al. 2012, p119). 
The Kessler-5 has been used previously to describe the differences in mental 
wellbeing between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians (Priest et al. 2011; 
Cunningham and Paradies 2012; Markwick et al. 2015). In the K-5, using five 
responses similar to the subjective wellbeing scale in the NATSISS in the preceding 
section, respondents are asked how often they felt (a) nervous (b) without hope 
(c) restless or jumpy (d) everything was an effort (e) so sad that nothing could 
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cheer them up in the last four weeks. The scores range from a minimum of 5 to a 
maximum score of 25, with lower scores indicating a lower level of psychological 
distress and increasing scores representing increasing levels of psychological distress. 
How can the framing of  Indigenous SWB and Indigenous 
SEWB be better operat ional ised?
The analysis in this section builds on work pioneered by Dockery (2009; 2010) and 
Biddle (2014b) within the subjective wellbeing sphere and work by Cunningham 
and Paradies (2012), Priest et al. (2011) and Markwick et al. (2015) within 
Indigenous SEWB. This is done by specifying several regression models using the 
NATSISS to address the following questions – can a broader evaluative space offer 
a more nuanced understanding of Indigenous subjective and social and emotional 
wellbeing? More specifically, how does extending the analysis using a cultural lens 
compare to an orthodox model consisting of variables which tend to hold true for 
the general population? This moves beyond merely using dichotomous indigenous 
and non-indigenous categories to look at differences in outcomes to understanding 
how historical and contextual factors result in structural differences in the various 
determinants such as education, employment and health.
Through using a cultural lens to understand the evaluative space of Indigenous 
wellbeing, Indigenous-specific determinants like the experience of Stolen 
Generation, participation in cultural activities, identity, relatedness, and experiences 
of racism form part of the critical analysis of Indigenous subjective wellbeing and 
social and emotional wellbeing. 
There are limits to how far the extensions of current approaches of evaluating 
wellbeing can be used to broaden our understandings of indigenous wellbeing. 
Drawing on readily available secondary information, the sets of analyses provide 
greater understanding across the spectrum of Indigenous wellbeing despite the 
underlying information being underpinned by a set of assumptions used in the 
construction of these datasets. However, three key limitations arise in the analysis. 
Firstly, scholars working in the areas of demography and sociology in particular 
have argued that the categories and contexts which form much of that is known 
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as postcolonial demography do not reflect the diverse kinship structures which 
make up indigenous polities and communities or include indigenous ways of being 
and knowing (Andersen 2008; Taylor 2009; Walter 2010; Axelsson et al. 2011; 
Kukutai 2011b; Walter and Andersen 2013; Morphy 2016). Secondly, the default 
data collection and policy frameworks around indigenous wellbeing may not be 
capturing all aspects that are important. Furthermore, the narrow lens through 
which wellbeing is framed and reported may bear no resemblance or relevance to 
indigenous worldviews of what wellbeing means (Taylor 2008; Prout 2011; Yu 
2011). As a result, the current depictions of indigenous peoples through those 
default categories and existing data restricts other ways of understanding indigenous 
wellbeing. In the next section, an alternative approach for understanding Indigenous 
wellbeing is proposed. 
An alternative approach to measuring Indigenous 
wellbeing from the ground up through co-production of 
knowledge
The limitations of and motivations for using existing datasets and approaches 
provide an important opportunity to ask the question ‘is there a different way of 
understanding Indigenous wellbeing?’ This alternative approach provides an avenue 
to embed the recognition principles outlined by Kukutai and Walter (2015), to 
recognise geographical and cultural diversity, to prioritise Indigenous decision 
making, to build mutual capacity, and most importantly, to recognise there are 
different ways of understanding Indigenous wellbeing. 
This section presents a case study working with the Yawuru people in Broome, 
Western Australia. The Yawuru Native Title determination in 2010 provided 
Yawuru with an opportunity to be a key stakeholder over their traditional lands. 
These include having a say and input into issues affecting Yawuru in local and 
regional settings (Yawuru RNTBC 2011). To enable Yawuru to make informed 
decisions on matters affecting their community, country and culture, Yawuru 
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recognised a need to first and foremost invest in data about themselves, driven 
by them to inform Yawuru development and wellbeing aspirations (Taylor et al. 
2014; Yap and Yu 2016c). 
Part of Yawuru’s self-determination of their development has involved them taking 
control of data collection on Yawuru by Yawuru. The ‘Knowing Our Community 
Survey’ was one of the many endeavours within the Yawuru Knowledge and 
Wellbeing Project to exercise their self-determination. Yawuru’s own agenda to 
construct a Yawuru Wellbeing Index and the aim of this thesis to operationalise the 
recognition space to develop culturally relevant measures of wellbeing for Indigenous 
Australians provided a common ground for collaboration in this case study. 
There are two underlying motivations behind the Yawuru case study; they relate to 
process and relevance. Firstly, the Yawuru case study demonstrates that an alternative 
understanding of Indigenous wellbeing requires a different point of reference, 
one that begins with Indigenous worldviews and recognises their distinctiveness 
both culturally and geographically. This potentially ensures that the conceptions 
are ‘relevant’ from Sen’s perspective and do justice to the complexity, but are also 
‘relevant’ in terms of addressing Indigenous statistical functionality for nations like 
the Yawuru. 
Secondly, developing culturally relevant measures of Indigenous wellbeing requires 
a transformation of the current research paradigm. Process therefore matters, not 
just the findings on Indigenous wellbeing. A process whereby Indigenous peoples 
meaningfully participate in the knowledge production of determining what objects 
are of value and the importance attached to those objects can potentially bring the 
‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ of wellbeing measures closer together. 
Bringing relevance and usability into contact: 
Conception to operation 
This case study utilises a participatory approach, working in partnership with 
Yawuru to operationalise the recognition space from conception to measurement. 
The participatory mixed-methods approach is undertaken in sequence through 
two interconnected phases to determine the objects of value for Yawuru (the 
selection of dimensions and indicators) and to elicit the relative importance of 
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the different dimensions (the relative weighting). In this sequential design, the 
qualitative component is undertaken followed by the quantitative stage (Creswell 
and Plano-Clark 2007). There are two innovative contributions of this case 
study – conceptualisation of Yawuru wellbeing starting with mabu liyan, Yawuru’s 
philosophy of wellbeing; and the use of Best-Worst Scaling as a way to elicit 
priorities and importance for the various wellbeing dimensions for Yawuru in the 
weighting of a composite measure. 
 The first phase of the mixed-methods approach utilises qualitative methods such as 
semi-structured interviews and focus group exercises to explore mabu liyan. This is 
the first step towards recognising there is a different way of knowing. This phase of 
the study identifies and provides a pool of potential dimensions of wellbeing which 
were meaningfully constructed from narratives from Yawuru women and men. 
The chosen lists of wellbeing indicators help inform the development of the survey 
instrument containing the Best-Worst Scaling (BWS) exercise. 
The mixed-methods approach offers the benefits of providing a more nuanced 
understanding of Indigenous wellbeing by ensuring that the wellbeing metrics 
constructed are grounded in Yawuru voices and lived experiences. The information 
collected not only brings Indigenous notions of wellbeing into the ‘recognition or 
evidence space’ but more critically, the information collected is functional in that it 
enables the community to measure how wellbeing is progressing by their own terms 
and values. Although this research component is exclusively with the Yawuru in 
Broome, the study hopes to fill the notable gap in the literature by contributing to 
a better understanding of community conceptions of wellbeing and measurement 
more generally.
This chapter has canvassed the broad research plan for the thesis moving forward. 
In doing that, the availability and suitability of existing data and approaches were 
discussed, along with ways of extending current approaches to better operationalise 
the recognition space. The motivation for considering an alternative approach using 
primary data collection methods has also been outlined. In the next chapter, the 
proposed analysis in Part II of this chapter will be further described along with the 
results using the Australian census and the NATSISS. Following that, Chapters 6, 7 
and 8 of the thesis will detail the Yawuru case study (Part III), the key findings and 
empirical analysis from the sequential mixed-methods approach. 
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Chapter 5
Reflecting and extending current 
approaches: Empirical analysis of 
existing data
Extending current approaches
In this chapter, two sets of analyses will be presented. The first will focus on the 
construction of a composite index, the GRIFIA, as an approach to evaluating 
Indigenous wellbeing. The dimensions and indicators included in the GRIFIA 
represent the underlying objects of value to measure Indigenous wellbeing, and the 
weights attached to the respective dimensions indicate the relative importance of 
those dimensions. 
In the second part of this chapter, individual subjective wellbeing (SWB) is taken 
as the object of value and the factors associated with higher self-reported happiness 
are examined using the 2008 NATSISS. The NATSISS is further used to examine 
determinants of social and emotional wellbeing (SEWB) of Indigenous Australians 
given the prominence of this concept in the broader health and wellbeing literature. 
The relationship between social, economic, demographic and cultural factors and the 
dependent variable of interest will approximate for the relative importance of those 
factors for higher SWB and higher SEWB. 
The Gender Related Index for Indigenous Australians 
(GRIFIA): a composite measure 
Yap and Biddle (2009) explored the gender disparities within the Indigenous 
population across a set of socioeconomic outcomes through the construction of 
a Gender-Related Index for Indigenous Australians (GRIFIA) using the 2006 
Census of Population and Housing. The GRIFIA was adapted from the Human 
Development Index (HDI) and the Gender Development Index (GDI). 
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This thesis employs a similar methodology to create a Gender Related Index for 
Indigenous Australians (GRIFIA) at the Indigenous region level for the 2011 
Census, thereby building on the 2009 GRIFIA by Yap and Biddle. However, direct 
comparison of the 2009 GRIFIA and the proposed GRIFIA in this thesis will not be 
possible for three reasons. Firstly, two versions of the GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA 
(Expanded) are constructed for this thesis, with the latter version representing a 
different framing of the underlying measure resulting in additional dimensions 
and indicators. Second, changes in the geographical structures of the census data 
between 2006 and 2011 mean that the 2006 version of the GRIFIA will have 
to be reconstructed using the new 2011 geographical structures for meaningful 
comparisons to be made. Thirdly, the composition of the GRIFIA (Basic) using the 
2011 Census varies from the GRIFIA constructed by (Yap and Biddle 2009). 
Table 5.1. HDI compared to the GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded)
Domain Traditional HDI GRIFIA (Basic)  
(proxy indicators)
GRIFIA (Expanded)  
(proxy indicators
Health Life expectancy Core activity restriction Core activity restriction
Acquiring 
knowledge
Adult literacy
Combined primary, 
secondary and tertiary 
enrolment
Year 12 completion
Degree qualification
Year 12 completion 
Degree qualification
Standard of living Earned income from 
non-agriculture
Gross weekly income 
$400* or more 
(individual)
Gross weekly income 
$400 or more (individual)
Managerial or 
professional position
Managerial or 
professional position
Employed
Overcrowding
Employed
Overcrowding
Identity Speak Indigenous 
language at home
Connectedness Providing unpaid 
childcare to own children 
or other children
Providing unpaid care 
for someone needing 
assistance
Note: * median income across all regions is $383.90 for Indigenous females and $440.87 for 
 Indigenous males per week
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The first version of the GRIFIA based on the 2011 Census, the GRIFIA (Basic), 
will consist of only the three domains of the HDI—access to knowledge, standard 
of living and life expectancy using proxy variables from the Census. In GRIFIA 
(Expanded), two further domains on identity and connectedness will be included to 
reflect the extension of the analysis through the ‘culture’ lens. Recognising that there 
are compromises between ideal measures and available data, the GRIFIA has had to 
be adapted using proxy variables to represent the various dimensions available in the 
Australian 2011 Census (see Table 5.1). 
Whilst life expectancy is an important indicator, at present the best available 
information on life expectancy from the Australian Bureau of Statistics is 
experimental and is only available at the national level and for selected states and 
territories. Instead, the proportion of the population with a core activity restriction 
is used as a proxy for poor health given the strong association between disability and 
life expectancy (ABS 2011). 
Fig. 5.1. Names and Locations of Australian Indigenous regions 
Source: After ABS Census 2011
Yap136
Between 2006 and 2011, the Australian Bureau of Statistics changed their 
geographical structures from the Australian Standard Geographical Classification 
(ASGC) to the Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS). Indigenous 
Regions are the largest geographical units based on the former Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) boundaries, and are created from 
aggregating one or more Indigenous Areas (IAREs) (ABS 2016). In 2011, there 
were 38 Indigenous Regions excluding Migratory-Offshore-Shipping and No Usual 
Addresses for each state and territory and other territories. The names and location 
of the regions are given in Fig. 5.1.
Methods
Principal Component Analysis (PCA) is a data summary technique that maximises 
the correlation between the underlying components in a group of variables and 
is most appropriate when the input variables are highly correlated (Joliffe 2002; 
ABS 2004; Daly et al. 2008; McNamara et al. 2010). This technique produces 
several components or factors from the original datasets, with the first component 
explaining the largest amount of variation in the original variables. As a result, the 
first component can be and is commonly used to summarise the original set of 
variables into a single composite measure. PCA as a method of creating indices has 
been used by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) to create indexes of socio-
economic advantage and disadvantage in Australia (ABS 2004) and it has also been 
used to create social exclusion measures at the small area level (Daly et al. 2008; 
McNamara et al. 2010; Abello et al. 2012). It has also been used widely to develop 
indices summarising Indigenous outcomes using Australian census data (Biddle 
2009; Yap and Biddle 2009; Yap and Biddle 2010; Biddle 2013). 
In essence the weighting system underlying GRIFIA can be expressed as:
where I(i) is the measure of development of the ith Indigenous region, is the 
measure of the achievement of the Indigenous region calculated as the percentage of 
population aged 18 years and over for the jth category (has a degree qualification, is 
employed, has no core activity restriction and so forth), and is the weight attached to 
the jth category of that ith Indigenous region.
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There are two substantial variations to Yap and Biddle (2009)—selection of domains 
and the weighting of domains:
1. Selection of domains and associated indicators 
The thesis distinguishes between GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded). 
GRIFIA (Basic) consists of seven variables across health, standard of living and 
knowledge. GRIFIA (Expanded) consists of the original seven variables across 
three domains but in addition includes three more variables across the two 
domains of identity and connectedness. 
2. Weighting of domains 
The second variation involves the weighting of the GRIFIA (Expanded). Two 
weighting methodologies were applied in this thesis. The first utilises PCA to 
summarise the set of variables using a correlation matrix constructed by the 
percentage of the population reporting each of the characteristics. The weights 
attached to the index for the particular region are calculated by transforming the 
loadings from the PCA using the following formula:
where the denominator is the sum of all the loadings  and the numerator 
is the loading of the particular dimension Xj. 
The second weighting methodology applies an equal weighting for each dimension, 
adjusting for the number of indicators within each dimension. In the case of the 
GRIFIA (Expanded) consisting of five domains,
where the denominator is the share of the domains adjusting for the number of 
indicators within each domain, and the numerator is the product of the number 
of domains and the number of indicators. For example, in the case of GRIFIA 
(Expanded), there are five domains suggesting that each domain is worth 1/X which 
is 1/5. In the identity domain, given there is only one indicator, that domain will 
be given the weight of 1/5 or 3/15. In the standard of living domain, there are three 
indicators and the weight for that is 1/5 multiplied by 3 which gives it a total weight 
of 3/15 with each indicator representing 1/15. 
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Table 5.2. Variables used to construct the GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded) for 
Indigenous males and females 2011 (Age 18 years and over) 
Domain Variable description Males Females Ratio 
(Males/
Females)
Acquiring 
knowledge
Per cent with year 12 as 
highest year of schooling 
21.3
(9.5)
24.1
(9.2)
0.88
Per cent with degree as 
non-school qualifications
2.9
(2.8)
5.2
(3.4)
0.56
Standard of living Per cent in managerial or 
professional occupation 
a,b
16.9
(4.7)
23.1
(4.2)
0.73
Per cent employed 47.7
(12.7)
38.2
(8.1)
1.25
Per cent with individual 
income more than $400 
per week (median) 
47.0
(13.47)
42.9
 (11.60)
1.10
Per cent living in a 
dwelling requiring an extra 
bedroom
26.1
(17.9)
28.5
(18.8)
0.92
Health Per cent without core 
activity restriction
93.5
(1.9)
93.1
(1.2)
1.00
Connectedness Per cent providing unpaid 
child care
29.2
(8.2)
44.8
(7.9)
0.65
Per cent proving unpaid 
assistance to someone 
with a disability
11.2
(3.9)
16.4
(3.1)
0.68
Identity Per cent whose main 
language spoken at home 
is an Indigenous language 
20.5
(27.3)
22.2
(28.3)
0.92
Note:  a. Mean and Standard deviations across Indigenous regions (in parenthesis) 
 Calculated for those who were employed. 
 b. Managers and professionals are defined as per the 2006 Australian and New Zealand  
 Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO 2006). 
Source:  Customised calculations using the 2011 Census
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As a first step, the correlation between all the input variables was checked (See 
Appendix 1). The correlation matrix suggests that while the majority of variables 
had high correlations (Pearson r value of more than 0.5), some of the correlations 
were very low at 0.05. As such, it may be worthwhile considering whether to utilise 
a different weighting methodology such as theoretically derived weights or equal 
weighting (McNamara et al. 2010; Abello et al. 2012). However, if PCA is chosen 
as a technique for creating the index, there may be a need to use more than just the 
first component of PCA to weight the index. The variables considered for inclusion 
in the index are listed below in Table 5.2 alongside the average values for Indigenous 
males and females across Australia in 2011 aged 18 years and over. 
Across all the variables of interest, Indigenous males were more likely to be employed 
full-time, and more likely to report having higher than the median individual 
income. Conversely, Indigenous females were more likely to report having Year 12 
as highest year of schooling and to report having a degree qualification, speaking an 
Indigenous language at home, living in a dwelling requiring an additional bedroom, 
and more likely to be providing unpaid care and unpaid assistance. 
Analysis/Findings 
The results from the PCA from GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded) are 
provided in Table 5.3 by gender. GRIFIA (Basic) consists of seven basic components 
across three domains and GRIFIA (Expanded) consists of 10 basic components 
across five domains. The final line of the table gives the per cent of the total variation 
and eigenvalues across all the retained variables explained by this component. The 
loading that is used to construct the composite measure is the correlation between 
the component and the variable for each region. The sign of the loading indicates 
whether the variable contributes positively or negatively to regional outcomes with 
the size (absolute value) of the loading indicating the strength of the correlation. 
If that strength is low it means the component is not highly correlated with the 
variable, suggesting the removal of the variable will not affect the overall explanatory 
power of the model. It should be kept in mind that this is an area-based analysis, 
and not an individual-based analysis. There is likely to be substantial diversity across 
individuals within regions. 
Yap140
The results from the principal component analysis for GRIFIA (Basic) suggest that 
there were three components with eigenvalues greater than one. Although one 
common practice is to utilise components where eigenvalues are greater than one, 
it is most common to use the first factor to create the index. In testing the use of a 
one factor or three factors solution in the construction of the index, there does not 
appear to be a significant difference between the two (see Appendix 2). As a result, a 
one factor solution was employed for ease of interpretation and also for comparison 
with an alternative weighting technique in the next section of the analysis. 
For the GRIFIA (Basic), the first component explained 60 per cent of the variation 
in Indigenous females and 53 per cent of the variation for Indigenous males. For 
Indigenous females, the components of Year 12 schooling, being employed, having 
a degree qualification and reporting of personal weekly income of $400 per week 
or more had the highest positive loading, whereas living in a dwelling requiring an 
extra bedroom and not having a core activity restriction loaded negatively. When 
the GRIFIA (Basic) is observed, the size and direction of the loadings appear to be 
similar for Indigenous males and females (See Table 5.3). 
When the set of indicators was expanded to include connectedness and identity in 
GRIFIA (Expanded), the following was noted. For Indigenous females, the direction 
of the loadings did not differ from the GRIFIA (Basic) although the size of the 
loadings differed slightly. For Indigenous males, the inclusion of the additional 
dimensions altered the size and direction of some of the loadings, especially the 
education and employment variables. 
Selection of dimensions – A broader evaluative space? 
The results comparing the use of a basic pool of information versus an expanded 
pool of information are illustrated in Fig. 5.2 and Fig. 5.3.
For Indigenous females, the introduction of the additional two domains in the 
GRIFIA (Expanded) does not appear to significantly alter the distribution of 
Indigenous Regions. The indicators of providing unpaid child care, providing 
unpaid assistance to someone with a disability, and speaking an Indigenous language 
at home have a negative contribution to the index with no change in the other 
domains and indicators.
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Table 5.3. Factors and eigenvalues for GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded) 
Domains Variable Females Males
GRIFIA 
Basic
GRIFIA 
Expanded
GRIFIA 
Basic
GRIFIA 
Expanded
Acquiring 
knowledge
Proportion with year 
12 as highest year of 
schooling 
0.4329 0.3351 0.4450 -0.2956
Proportion with 
degree as non-school 
qualification
0.4459 0.3572 0.4224 -0.2974
Standard of living Proportion in 
managerial or 
professional 
occupation
0.1827 0.0942 0.1837 -0.0589
Proportion employed 0.4543 0.3526 0.4282 -0.2913
Proportion with 
individual income more 
than $400 per week
0.4538 0.4095 0.4621 -0.4121
Proportion living in a 
dwelling requiring an 
extra bedroom
-0.3889 -0.3899 -0.4009 0.4182
Health Per cent without core 
activity restriction
-0.1294 -0.1404 -0.1792 0.1920
Connectedness Per cent providing 
unpaid child care
-0.3491 0.3378
Per cent proving 
unpaid assistance 
to someone with a 
disability
-0.1812 0.2841
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Table 5.3. Continued
Domains Variable Females Males
GRIFIA 
Basic
GRIFIA 
Expanded
GRIFIA 
Basic
GRIFIA 
Expanded
Identity Per cent whose 
main language 
spoken at home 
is an Indigenous 
language 
-0.3643 0.3993
% variance 
explained
0.6021 0.5498 0.5353 0.5034
Eigenvalue 4.2145 5.49786 3.74703 5.034
Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin (overall) 
0.6677 0.6558 0.6486 0.7321
Notes: The eigenvalue shows the amount of total variance in the original variables accounted for  
 index or by the first principal component. It is measured in terms of units of variance and  
 can be expressed as per cent by dividing the eigenvalue by the number of variables used 
 in the principal component analysis and multiplying it by 100. 
 The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy provides an index of between 0  
 and 1 of the proportion of variance among the variables that might be common variance.  
 A KMO score of 0.5 and above is desirable and considered amenable to factor analysis  
 (Kaiser 1974; Antony and Rao 2007).
For Indigenous males, the introduction of the domains of connectedness and 
identity resulted in a change in all of the existing domains and indicators. The 
GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded) appear to be the opposite of each 
other, suggesting that the expanded set of variables substantially impact on the 
ranking of Indigenous Regions for Indigenous males. In particular, whereas 
connectedness contributes positively to the GRIFIA (Expanded) for Indigenous 
males, connectedness appears to have a penalising impact on Indigenous females, 
with a negative correlation. This suggests the GRIFIA (Expanded) and GRIFIA 
(Basic) for Indigenous males are measuring wellbeing quite differently. As noted in 
the methods section above, PCA is most useful in situations where the variables are 
highly correlated with each other. In other words, in the case of Indigenous females, 
the inclusion of additional dimensions did not necessarily change the underlying 
correlation amongst the existing factors whereas for Indigenous males, the inclusion 
of those additional dimensions had an impact on the underlying correlations 
between the existing variables. 
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Fig. 5.2. Comparing GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded) Indigenous males
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Fig. 5.3. Comparing GRIFIA (Basic) and GRIFIA (Expanded) Indigenous females
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A potential reason for this substantial change in the ranking is the association 
between employment outcomes and provision of unpaid care. Indigenous females 
are more likely to start from a lower base of employment compared to Indigenous 
males, given the caring responsibilities undertaken by many Indigenous women. 
The extent to which the GRIFIA (Basic) captured the employment and unpaid 
care profile of Indigenous women was relatively unaffected when the connectedness 
dimensions were introduced in the GRIFIA (Expanded). On the other hand, it is 
plausibly harder for Indigenous men to combine employment and unpaid care. For 
Indigenous men or men in general, providing unpaid care in place of employment 
may be restricted given they may not have the ability to rely on other breadwinners 
in the family or other sources of care assistance. Hunter et al (2016) found that the 
effect on paid employment of providing care was greater for Indigenous men than 
for other groups, with Indigenous men who were previously carers for persons with a 
disability experiencing a substantial increase in employment when they ceased being 
carers. (Hunter et al. 2016)
Depending on whether the basic or expanded version is used, the rankings of the 
regions using GRIFIA are sensitive to the selection of dimensions in particular for 
males. On the whole, 36 Indigenous regions (95 per cent) fell into the same quartile 
regardless of the weighting methodology for Indigenous females (Table 5.4), but 
for Indigenous males, only 8 per cent of Indigenous regions fell in the same quartile 
(Table 5.5) when the expanded version the GRIFIA was used instead of the basic.
Does weight ing matter?
As noted in the early part of this chapter, one of the contributions of the 
construction of GRIFIA is to test the effect of different weighting schemes on the 
distribution of Indigenous males and females across the regions. In particular, the 
weights that are attached to the composite measure allude to the importance or the 
contribution of that particular domain to the overall index. 
For the purpose of presenting the analysis for weighting methodologies, the GRIFIA 
(Expanded) will be utilised. In this thesis, the possibility of constructing a pooled 
index bringing together Indigenous males and Indigenous females to allow for 
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comparisons across the regions was also considered. But given the varying signs of 
Indigenous males and females in the respective GRIFIA (Expanded), it was decided 
that it was best to keep the constructs separate. 
It is clear that the different weighting techniques apply different values of 
importance to the different indicators and domains. As Table 5.6 shows in the 
column for Indigenous females, for example, whilst PCA attaches a weight of 11.27 
for Year 12 schooling, equal weighting attaches a weight of 10.00. At the other 
extreme, whilst PCA attaches a weight of 4.72 for core activity restriction, equal 
weighting attaches a weight of 20.00.
Looking just at GRIFIA (Expanded), the type of weights applied had an impact on 
the ranking of Indigenous males and females as shown in Fig. 5.4 and Fig. 5.5.
Table 5.4. Differences in ranking Indigenous females using PCA (% of total) 
Basic/
Expanded
Quartile 1 Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 Total
Quartile 1 8 (21.05%) 1 (2.63%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 9
Quartile 2 1 (2.63%) 8 (21.05%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 9
Quartile 3 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 10 (26.32%) 0 (0.00%) 10
Quartile 4 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 10 (26.32%) 10
Total 9 9 10 10 38
Table 5.5. Differences in ranking Indigenous males using PCA (% of total) ) 
Basic/
Expanded
Quartile 1 Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 Total
Quartile 1 0 (0.00%) 1 (2.63%) 1 (2.63%) 7 (18.42%) 9
Quartile 2 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 6 (15.79%) 3 (7.89%) 9
Quartile 3 0 (0.00%) 7 (18.42%) 3 (7.89%) 0 (0.00%) 10
Quartile 4 9 (23.68%) 1 (2.63%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 10
Total 9 9 10 10 38
Yap146
Table 5.6. Different weighting schemes for GRIFIA (Expanded) 
Variable GRIFIA  
(Expanded)  
Females 
(Scaled to 100)
GRIFIA  
(Expanded)  
Males 
(Scaled to 100)
PCA Equal PCA Equal
Proportion with year 12 as 
highest year of schooling
11.27 10.00 9.90 10.00
Proportion with degree as 
non-school qualification
12.01 10.00 9.96 10.00
Proportion in managerial or 
professional occupation
3.17 5.00 1.97 5.00
Proportion employed 11.86 5.00 9.75 5.00
Proportion with individual 
income more than $400 per 
week
13.77 5.00 13.80 5.00
Proportion living in a dwelling 
requiring an extra bedroom
13.11 5.00 14.00 5.00
Per cent without core activity 
restriction
4.72 20.00 6.43 20.00
Per cent providing unpaid 
child care
11.74 10.00 11.31 10.00
Per cent proving unpaid 
assistance to someone with 
a disability
6.09 10.00 9.51 10.00
Per cent whose main 
language spoken at home is 
Indigenous language
12.25 20.00 13.37 20.00
Total 100 100 100 100
Note:  
1. PCA weights are the loading of component one summed and normalised to 100.  
2. Equal weights are adjusted for by the number of indicators within each of the five domains. 
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Fig. 5.4. Equal weighting and PCA weighting, GRIFIA (Expanded) Indigenous Males
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Fig. 5.5. Equal weighting and PCA weighting, GRIFIA (Expanded) Indigenous Females
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In particular, for Indigenous females, only 11 Indigenous regions fell in the same 
quartile when a different weighting methodology was employed (28 per cent). On 
the other hand, for Indigenous males, approximately 42 per cent of Indigenous 
regions fell in the same quartile irrespective of weighting methodology (See 
Appendix 3). 
Furthermore, when the weighting technique shifts from PCA to equal weighting, 
11 Indigenous regions fell to a lower quartile for Indigenous males and 13 
Indigenous regions fell to a lower quartile for Indigenous females. There were 
also increases in the ranking for both Indigenous males and females when the 
weighting technique is modified. 
Impl icat ions and discussion
The census is limited in the breadth of information covered thus primarily restricting 
the analysis to a narrow set of wellbeing measures. As a result, the GRIFIA provides 
a partial view of wellbeing for Indigenous Australians using the census. However, it 
does allow for the examination of regional differences in wellbeing for Indigenous 
females and males. 
The results above clearly showed that the two contested areas of the use of 
composite measures of wellbeing, namely the selection of dimensions and the type 
of weighting methodology, do matter. In the first section of the results, depending 
on whether GRIFIA (Basic) or GRIFIA (Expanded) is used, there were some 
differences, especially for Indigenous males. In the GRIFIA (Basic), education and 
employment outcomes were important contributors to the overall GRIFIA. The 
introduction of two additional domains to the GRIFIA resulted in a change in the 
underlying measure of wellbeing that the GRIFIA was representing. The GRIFIA 
(Expanded) appeared to be negatively correlated to the GRIFIA (Basic) suggesting 
that the addition of connectedness and language to the composite measure has 
some important implications for the type of conclusions drawn on the evaluation of 
wellbeing using this method. In addition, the way connectedness is proxied may also 
be problematic. The limited availability of measures to evaluate Indigenous wellbeing 
using the census meant that the option of representing connectedness and identity 
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through the chosen indicators represent wellbeing for those dimensions only in the 
most narrow sense. The use of a different set of indicators for measuring identity and 
connectedness may have resulted in different findings. 
Secondly the type of weights applied to the composite measure matter. When 
the weights are tested using both PCA and equal weighting, there appears to be a 
difference in the ranking of GRIFIA (Expanded). As previous two figures show, 
some of the regions improve in ranking if a different weighting methodology is used 
and conversely, some regions fall in ranking when the methodologies change. This 
has implications on the observed gender differences within the region and the policy 
implications that could be drawn about how Indigenous women and men are faring 
across the regions. 
Enablers of Indigenous subjective wellbeing and 
Indigenous social and emotional wellbeing 
In this section, the enablers of Indigenous subjective wellbeing and Indigenous 
social and emotional wellbeing are examined. Given that the aim of this section is 
not necessarily to draw comparisons with the non-Indigenous population, the data 
will be drawn primarily from the 2008 NATSISS. The use of the NATSISS further 
enables the examination of Indigenous specificities in understanding Indigenous 
subjective wellbeing and Indigenous social and emotional wellbeing. 
The empirical analysis in this section of the thesis is structured around three 
questions. Firstly, how do gender and geography influence the way that context 
matters for understanding Indigenous wellbeing in Australia? Secondly, are the 
determinants of subjective wellbeing and social and emotional wellbeing cited 
in the broader literature empirically relevant for Indigenous Australians? Thirdly, 
broadening the evaluative space, are there Indigenous-specific determinants 
of wellbeing and are these associated with subjective wellbeing and social and 
emotional wellbeing? 
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Methods 
In this section of the thesis, there will be two measures of interest – Indigenous 
self-reported happiness as a measure of Indigenous subjective wellbeing, and 
psychological distress as measured by the Kessler-5 scores to evaluate Indigenous 
social and emotional wellbeing. 
Within each of the measures, there will be two sets of analysis. The first set of 
analysis estimates Model 1 and Model 2 for the total Australian Indigenous 
population, whereas the second set of analysis considers Model 2 for Indigenous 
males and females separately and by remoteness. In the first model specification, 
the factors identified in the literature are analysed across the headings of 
demography, geography, socioeconomic, health, autonomy, life events and 
stressors, and social environment. Following that, the evaluative space is 
broadened to include Indigenous-specific historical, cultural and social factors in 
the second model specification. 
This research does not follow the method employed by Dockery (2009) whereby 
an index of cultural strength is constructed consisting of four components – 
participation, identity, traditional activities and language. Instead the analysis 
draws on the different aspects of culture which have a high loading across the 
four components and uses them as proxy variables of culture across those four 
dimensions, with a few additional variables which capture the choice and capability 
to participate in culture. There are seven variables examined in the broader evaluative 
space. The second model specification includes the seven cultural variables and 
Table 5.7. Estimation Models
Model Variables included in specification 
Model 1 Demography, Geography, Socioeconomic, Health, Control, Life Events, and 
Stressors and Social Environment 
(Table 5.8 provides the relevant indicators) 
Model 2 Demography, Geography, Socioeconomic, Health Control, Life Events and 
Stressors, Social Environment, and Indigenous Context
(Table 5.8 provides the relevant indicators)
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Table 5.8. Variables of interest from the NATSISS 2008
Dependent variable 
Positive hedonic wellbeing In the last four weeks, did you feel happy all or most of the time?
Psychological Distress Kessler Psychological Distress Scores (where higher scores means 
higher psychological distress)
Model 1 Independent Variables
Demography
Age Age 15 to 24
Age 25 to 54
Age 55 plus 
Gender Female 
Marital Status Married 
Geography
Remoteness Lives in remote Australia 
Mobility Changed usual residence in the last five years
Socio-economic 
Income Equivalised household income very low
Equivalised household income low
Equivalised household income medium
Equivalised household income high 
Employment Employed as labour force status
Employed as manager or professionals (For those who are 
employed)
Education Completed Year 12 schooling 
Has non-school qualification (degree or higher, diploma, certificate) 
Housing circumstances Lives in a house that does not meet occupancy standard
Health 
Health Status Self-assessed health status reported as excellent, very good or 
good 
Disability Has profound or severe core-activity limitation
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Table 5.8. Continued
Model 1 Independent Variables (Continued)
Social Environment
Safety Feel safe at home during the day and at night
Feel safe walking alone
Have been threatened or a victim of physical violence
Trust Felt able to trust people in general
Social Support Provide support to family or friends outside the household
Able to confide in family/friends
Able to get general/financial/other support from family and friends 
Had weekly face to face contact with friends or family outside the 
household
Safety Feel safe at home in the day 
Felt safe at home in the dark
Felt safe walking around the neighbourhood
Autonomy
Autonomy/self-
determination
Feel able to have a say with family and friends 
Feel able to have a say with community
Life events and stressors 
Contact with justice Have been arrested in the last 12 months
Victimisation Have been threatened or was a victim of physical violence in the last 
12 months
Discrimination Felt discriminated against in the last 12 months 
Model 2 Indigenous Context Variables (Broader evaluative space) 
Identity and 
connectedness to country 
and culture 
Recognised homelands
Identifies with a tribal, language, clan, mission or regional group
Speaks, understands or learning an Indigenous language
Involved in cultural events, ceremonies or organisation in the last 12 
months
Participated in cultural activities (e.g. fishing, hunting, drawing, 
dancing)
Attending cultural events is important or very important to the 
individual 
Can attend selected cultural events as often as one likes 
Historical experience Have been removed from natural family or have relatives who were 
removed from natural family
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accounts for Indigenous context through two additional variables; employment 
in the Community Development Employment Projects (CDEP) scheme and the 
experience of having been removed or had relatives removed from natural family. 
Using a Probit model, the determinants of subjective wellbeing (H) as proxied by 
self-reported happiness is estimated (See Eq. 4). The Kessler Score will be estimated 
using Ordinary Least Squares to examine determinants of Indigenous SEWB (See 
Eq.5). The dependent variables are outlined and described in Table 5.8 along with 
the vector of independent variables X. The vector of independent variables are all 
coded as binary variables.
X’ is a vector of social, economic, demographic and Indigenous-specific characteristics 
such as education level of the individual, family type and cultural participation.
In this section, the association between demographic and socioeconomic factors and 
subjective wellbeing are explored for the total Indigenous population as well as for 
females and males separately. Self-reported happiness and self-reported sadness are 
presented as binary variables where 1 equals reporting happiness as all of the time or 
most of the time and 0 equals reporting happiness some or little or none of the time. 
Psychological distress on the other hand is presented as a score where lower scores 
suggest lower levels of psychological distress. 
The analysis of the NATSISS is cross-sectional. As a result, the analysis is not 
intended for identifying causal relationships in the model. Instead, the intended 
purpose of the cross-sectional analysis is to demonstrate whether there is an 
association between the set of explanatory variables and the dependent variable. 
To determine causality, more complex analyses using panel data or application of 
randomised control trials (RCTs)16 will be required. 
16. See Graham (2012; 2016).
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Variables Indigenous females Indigenous males
N Mean SD N Mean SD
Happy 7192 0.72 0.45 5998 0.76 0.43
Kessler Score 7167 10.59 4.63 5991 9.41 4.15
Age (years) 7287 37.4 14.5 6115 37.6 14.7
Changed usual residents 
in the previous five years
7287 0.42 0.49 6115 0.43 0.50
Married 7287 0.44 0.49 6115 0.52 0.49
Lives in remote Australia 7287 0.42 0.49 6115 0.42 0.49
Employed 7287 0.47 0.49 6115 0.62 0.48
Unemployed 7287 0.08 0.28 6115 0.10 0.30
Not in the labour force 7287 0.45 0.49 6115 0.27 0.44
Employed as Manager 
or professional
7287 0.12 0.33 6087 0.12 0.32
Equivalised household 
income very low
5763 0.36 0.48 4942 0.33 0.47
Equivalised household 
income low
5763 0.29 0.45 4942 0.27 0.44
Equivalised household 
income medium
5763 0.21 0.41 4942 0.25 0.43
Equivalised household 
income high
5763 0.14 0.35 4942 0.15 0.36
Lives in a house that 
does not meet the 
occupancy standard
7287 0.26 0.44 6091 0.23 0.42
Year 12 7287 0.20 0.40 6115 0.19 0.39
Non-school qualifications 7287 0.34 0.47 6115 0.33 0.47
Self-assessed health 
status good, very good 
or excellent
7287 0.39 0.49 6115 0.46 0.50
Has a core activity 
restriction
7287 0.10 0.30 6115 0.08 0.27
Feel able to have a say 
with family or friends on 
important issues all or 
most of the time
7284 0.74 0.44 6113 0.73 0.44
Feel able to have a say 
with community on 
important issues all or 
most of the time
7287 0.31 0.46 6115 0.34 0.47
Table 5.9. Descriptive analysis – Selected characteristics by gender
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Variables Indigenous females Indigenous males
N Mean SD N Mean SD
Able to get support from 
household and outside 
of household
7287 0.677 0.577 6115 0.603 0.489
Provides support to 
family and relatives
7287 0.78 0.41 6115 0.60 0.49
Able to confide in family 7287 0.77 0.49 6115 0.72 0.45
Able to confide in friends 7287 0.77 0.42 6115 0.72 0.45
Felt safe at home in the 
day
7287 0.92 0.27 6115 0.98 0.15
Felt safe at home in the 
dark
7287 0.73 0.44 6115 0.92 0.26
Felt safe walking 7287 0.53 0.49 6115 0.77 0.42
Able to trust people in 
general
7287 0.33 0.47 6115 0.40 0.49
Weekly face to face 
contact with family 
or friends outside the 
household 
7284 0.96 0.19 6113 0.94 0.23
Felt discriminated 
against in the last 12 
months 
7287 0.33 0.47 6115 0.33 0.47
Experienced stressors in 
own life
7287 0.64 0.48 6109 0.61 0.49
Employed in 
a Community 
Development 
Employment Program 
(CDEP) Scheme 
7287 0.06 0.25 6115 0.12 0.33
Participate in cultural 
activities
7287 0.73 0.44 6115 0.83 0.38
Identify with clan, tribal, 
language, region or 
mission group
7287 0.74 0.42 6115 0.76 0.43
Recognised homelands 7287 0.806 0.395 6115 0.828 0.378
Attending cultural 
events important or very 
important
7287 0.80 0.40 6115 0.78 0.41
Can attend ceremonies 
as often as one likes
7287 0.696 0.46 6115 0.705 0.456
Table 5.9. Continued
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Table 5.9 summarises the descriptive statistics of the NATSISS respondents in 2008 
for Indigenous females and males aged 15 years and over. There are approximately 
13,402 Indigenous males and females over the age of 15 years in the potential 
sample. There are 7,287 Indigenous females and 6,115 Indigenous males (slightly 
more Indigenous females than males in the sample) available for analysis. In coding 
the variables of interest, variables which were coded ‘Not stated’, ‘Not applicable’, 
‘Not know’ or ‘Refusal’ were omitted from the analysis. 
Findings
The findings will be grouped under the headings ‘Indigenous subjective wellbeing’ 
and ‘Indigenous social and emotional wellbeing’. In each section, there will be two 
sets of results. The first set of results is for the total population and compares Model 
1 to Model 2 which includes a broader evaluative space considering Indigenous 
context and cultural determinants of wellbeing. Following that, the results for Model 
2 will be provided by gender and remoteness to evaluate whether the relationship 
between the different determinants and the dependent variable differ by context. The 
standard errors presented in the parenthesis and the number of individuals in the 
sample included in the analysis is listed at the bottom of the respective tables.
Indigenous subject ive wel lbeing 
Overall, the variance explained by Model 1 and 2 is relatively low, ranging from 
about 12.7 per cent in self-reported happiness to approximately 25.07 per cent in 
psychological distress. This finding aligns with previous research by Biddle (2014) 
and Dockery (2012). 
The key findings from the analysis will be discussed under the broad headings 
outlined in Table 5.8. Overall, the results in Table 5.11 show that health, 
socioeconomic status, the social environment, autonomy and life stressors are 
associated with self-reported happiness. More specifically, those who are employed, 
live in remote Australia, report being healthy and are at the two ends of the age 
distribution are more likely to report being happy all or most of the time in the last 
four weeks. These results are consistent with findings in the international literature 
(Frey and Stutzer 2002; Graham 2012) and also in Australia (Dockery 2012; 
Ambrey and Fleming 2014; Biddle 2014b). 
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Table 5.11. Marginal effects associated with self-reported happiness – Indigenous 
Australians 15 years and over, 2008 
Concept Happiness (total 
population)
Model 1 Model 2
Female 0.019 *  
(0.030)
0.008  
(0.034)
Age 25 to 54 -0.046 *** 
(0.038)
-0.051 *** 
(0.041)
Age 55 plus 0.060 ***  
(0.051)
0.059 ***  
(0.056)
Married 0.007 
(0.030)
0.020 *  
(0.032)
Changed usual residents in the previous five years -0.029 *** 
(0.029)
-0.027 ** 
(0.032)
 Lives in remote Australia 0.124*** 
(0.032)
0.088*** 
(0.038)
Employed 0.069*** 
(0.053)
0.081*** 
(0.059)
Not in the labour force 0.001 
(0.051)
0.002 
(0.055)
Occupation is a manager or a professional -0.050*** 
(0.048)
-0.057*** 
(0.051)
Equivalised household income high 0.021 
(0.053)
0.028 
(0.058)
Equivalised household income medium -0.017 
(0.043)
-0.009 
(0.048)
Equivalised household income low 0.011 
(0.037)
0.012 
(0.039)
Lives in a house that does not meet the occupancy standard 0.073*** 
(0.039)
0.073*** 
(0.041)
Completed Year 12 0.008 
(0.037)
0.013 
(0.040)
Has non-school qualifications 0.032*** 
(0.033)
0.027** 
(0.035)
Self-assessed health excellent or good 0.192*** 
(0.030)
0.183*** 
(0.033)
Has a long term health condition/disability -0.117*** 
(0.046)
-0.111*** 
(0.050)
Feel able to have a say on important issues with family and friends 0.114*** 
(0.033)
0.107*** 
(0.035)
Feel able to have a say on important issues with community 0.066*** 
(0.033)
0.062*** 
(0.035)
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Table 5.11. Continued
Concept Happiness (total 
population)
Model 1 Model 2
Able to get support from relatives and friends 0.058** 
(0.064)
0.050** 
(0.069)
Provided support to people outside household 0.019 
(0.035)
0.005 
(0.039)
Can confide in family and friends 0.005 
(0.044)
0.022 
(0.048)
Feel safe at home during the day and at night 0.117 *** 
(0.037)
0.108 *** 
(0.040)
Feel safe walking around 0.052 *** 
(0.031)
0.045 *** 
(0.034)
Able to trust people in general 0.055 *** 
(0.030)
0.051 
(0.033)
Frequency contact with family and friends weekly -0.002 
(0.067)
-0.006 
(0.073)
Felt discriminated against in the last 12 months -0.047 *** 
(0.030)
-0.039 *** 
(0.034)
Stressors in own life in the last 12 months -0.094 *** 
(0.031)
-0.081 *** 
(0.034)
Main job is in the CDEP scheme 0.009 
(0.070)
Participated in cultural activities in the last 12 months 0.036 ** 
(0.040)
Identifies with a clan, tribal or language group -0.004 
(0.043)
Recognises homelands -0.022 
(0.046)
Importance of attending selected cultural events 0.016 
(0.044)
Can attend cultural events as often as one likes 0.033 *** 
(0.033)
Participated in cultural events, ceremonies or organisations in the 
last 12 months
0.040 *** 
(0.041)
Speaks Indigenous language 0.028 ** 
(0.039)
Victim of physical or threatened violence in the previous 12 months -0.084 *** 
(0.048)
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Table 5.11. Continued
Concept Happiness (total 
population)
Model 1 Model 2
Have been arrested in the last 12 months 0.005 
(0.043)
Have been removed or have family members who were removed 
from natural family 
0.006 
(0.033)
Probability of the base case 0.374 0.320
No of observation 10543 9372
Adjusted R-Squared 0.118 0.124
Source: Customized calculations using the 2008 NATSISS 
Asterisks show the significance level of the p-values * p <0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p<0.01 and standard 
errors are reported in parentheses
The reference person in the basic model is male, aged 15 to 24, did not change usual residents 
in the last 5 years, not married, living in non-remote Australia, unemployed, employed as non-
managerial or non-professional occupation, equivalised household income very low and lives in a 
house that meets occupancy standard. The base case person is also one who has completed year 
11 or less, has no non-school qualifications, self-assessed health status poor or very poor, does 
not have a long term health condition or disability, does not feel able to have a say on important 
issues to family, friends or community, does not provide support or receive support outside the 
household, feel unable to confide in family and friends, does not feel safe at home either at day 
or at night, does not feel safe walking around the neighbourhood, felt unable to trust people in 
general, did not have frequent contact with family and friends, did not experience discrimination in 
the last 12 months, did not report having any stressful events in the last 12 months 
 
In the broader evaluative space, the reference person has all the characteristics aforementioned 
and also reported the following was true: main has not been a victim of physical violence or 
threatened, have not been arrested in the last 12 months, main job is in the CDEP Scheme, does 
not participate in cultural activities or ceremonies, events, does not identify with a clan, language or 
tribal group, does not recognise homelands, does not feel that cultural participation is important, 
does not feel able to attend events as often as one desires, does not speak Indigenous language 
and have not been removed or have family members who were removed from natural family.
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The results further suggest that feeling safe, feeling able to have a say on important 
issues, and social contact are also important for happiness. In particular, respondents 
who were able to get support from relatives and friends reported higher frequency 
of happiness. The presence or experience of stressors such as divorce, death in the 
family or ill health in the last 12 months had an influence on the experience of 
subjective wellbeing. Those who have been arrested previously, who reported feeling 
discriminated against or who had experienced threatened or physical violence were 
less likely to report being happy all or most of the time. 
There are some interesting findings in Table 5.11. While being employed has a 
positive association with self-reported happiness, the type of employment also 
matters. Those who were employed as managers and professionals were less likely to 
report feeling happy all or most of the time. The results also suggest that those who 
live in a dwelling that does not meet occupancy standard are more likely to be report 
being happy all or most of the time. This is not dissimilar to previous findings that 
those living in overcrowded conditions do not necessarily report lower self-assessed 
health status (McNamara et al. 2010). Given the very different kinship and social 
structures in place in many Indigenous communities, the indicator of living in a 
household where extended kin are also residing may be a potential source of support. 
The relationship between income and measures of happiness does not appear to 
be statistically significant. Biddle (2011a) also found mixed statistical association 
between income and happiness depending on remoteness and gender.
A range of studies in Australia and internationally have found being married 
is associated with higher subjective wellbeing (Shields et al. 2009; Ambrey and 
Fleming 2014; Biddle 2014b). That relationship appears to hold true in this analysis 
only in Model 2. When a broader evaluative space is used, it is clear that there 
are Indigenous-specific factors contributing to self-reported happiness for both 
Indigenous males and females. In particular, participating in cultural activities and 
speaking an Indigenous language were important factors in self-reported happiness. 
The freedom and capability to attend cultural events as often as one likes were also 
associated with higher frequency of self-reported happiness.
Table 5.12 presents the results when Model 2 is estimated by gender and remoteness, 
recognising that the association between the identified factors in the literature and 
subjective wellbeing may be context specific. 
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There are some findings which remain salient across most of the sub-groups 
irrespective of whether the analysis is carried out for the total sample or by gender 
and remoteness. In particular, there remain statistically significant associations with 
self-reported happiness between the health of the respondent, the experience of 
stressful events and the ability to have a say on things that matter. 
Several of the results are inconsistent across context. For example, for Indigenous 
females living in remote Australia, providing support to people outside the 
household was associated with higher frequency of happiness whereas for males 
living in non-remote areas, the association was negative. Those living in a dwelling 
which required an additional bedroom were still more likely to report being happy 
with the exception of males living in non-remote areas, where the finding was 
statistically insignificant. 
For Indigenous females living in remote and non-remote areas, feeling safe at home 
during the day and at night was an important factor for happiness, but walking 
around in the neighbourhood was not statistically significant. However, for men in 
remote and non-remote Australia, feeling safe walking around the neighbourhood 
was important for happiness. 
Indigenous social  and emotional  wel lbeing 
The determinants of psychological distress are presented in Table 5.8 under Model 
1 and Model 2, with the latter providing a broader evaluative space which considers 
Indigenous specificities. 
The results in Table 5.13 suggest that demographic, socioeconomic, health, 
autonomy, social environment and experience of stressors are all statistically 
significant in explaining psychological distress. Indigenous females are more likely 
than Indigenous males to report higher psychological distress. Being married, living 
in remote areas and being in younger and older age cohorts were associated with 
lower reported psychological distress. 
Employment is important for Indigenous social and emotional wellbeing although, 
the type of employment is not statistically associated with psychological distress. 
While income was not statistically significant in explaining happiness, higher levels 
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Table 5.12. Marginal effects associated with self-reported happiness using broader 
evaluative space by gender and remoteness
Explanatory variables Happiness Model 2
Females Males
Remote Non 
remote
Remote Non 
remote
Age 25 to 54 -0.196 *** 
(0.10)
0.008 
(0.07)
-0.021 
(0.12)
-0.053 ** 
(0.08)
Age 55 plus -0.026 
(0.13)
0.055 * 
(0.09)
0.140 ** 
(0.16)
0.073 * 
(0.11)
Married 0.021 
(0.07)
0.019 
(0.05)
0.067 * 
(0.09)
0.022 
(0.07)
Changed usual residents in the previous five years -0.132 *** 
(0.08)
-0.009 
(0.05)
-0.052 
(0.09)
0.017 
(0.06)
Employed 0.007 
(0.16)
0.028 
(0.10)
0.214 *** 
(0.16)
0.064 * 
(0.11)
Not in the labour force -0.091 * 
(0.14)
0.018 
(0.09)
0.096 
(0.15)
-0.061 ** 
(0.10)
Occupation is a manager or a professional -0.207 *** 
(0.12)
-0.021 
(0.09)
-0.014 
(0.16)
-0.042 
(0.10)
Equivalised household income high 0.004 
(0.15)
0.011 
(0.10)
0.047 
(0.17)
0.058 
(0.11)
Equivalised household income medium -0.023 
(0.11)
-0.015 
(0.08)
-0.062 
(0.12)
0.027 
(0.09)
Equivalised household income low 0.049 * 
(0.08)
-0.021 
(0.07)
0.007 
(0.10)
0.021 
(0.08)
Lives in a house that does not meet the 
occupancy standard
0.059 ** 
(0.08)
0.075*** 
(0.08)
0.121 *** 
(0.09)
0.014 
(0.10)
Completed Year 12 0.066 * 
(0.10)
-0.029 
(0.06)
-0.022 
(0.11) 
0.062 ** 
(0.08)
Has non-school qualifications 0.094 *** 
(0.09)
0.031 * 
(0.06)
-0.007 
(0.10)
0.008 
(0.07)
Self-assessed health excellent or good 0.098 *** 
(0.07)
0.174 *** 
(0.06)
0.274 *** 
(0.09)
0.186 *** 
(0.06)
Has a long term health condition/disability -0.277 *** 
(0.11)
-0.111 *** 
(0.08)
-0.126 ** 
(0.15)
-0.004 
(0.10)
Feel able to have a say on important issues with 
family and friends 
0.113 *** 
(0.08)
0.084 *** 
(0.06)
0.069 * 
(0.10)
0.138 *** 
(0.07)
Feel able to have a say on important issues with 
community
0.069 ** 
(0.08)
0.050 *** 
(0.06)
-0.006 
(0.10)
0.086 *** 
(0.07)
Able to get support from relatives and friends -0.086 
(0.15)
0.119 *** 
(0.13)
0.082 
(0.17)
0.074 
(0.14)
Provided support to people outside household 0.053 * 
(0.09)
0.013 
(0.07)
0.009 
(0.10)
-0.040 * 
(0.07)
Can confide in family and friends -0.003 
(0.09)
0.090 ** 
(0.11)
-0.002 
(0.11)
0.035 
(0.10)
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Table 5.12. Continued
Explanatory variables Happiness Model 2
Females Males
Remote Non 
remote
Remote Non 
remote
Feel safe at home during the day and at night 0.122 *** 
(0.09)
0.113 *** 
(0.06)
0.023 
(0.17)
0.057 
(0.11)
Feel safe walking around 0.059 ** 
(0.08)
0.013 
(0.05)
0.093 ** 
(0.11)
0.048 ** 
(0.07)
Able to trust people in general 0.057 ** 
(0.07)
0.047 ** 
(0.06)
0.031 
(0.08)
0.047 ** 
(0.06)
Frequency contact with family and friends weekly -0.009 
(0.18)
-0.003 
(0.14)
-0.034 
(0.19)
-0.026 
(0.12)
Felt discriminated against in the last 12 months -0.037 
(0.08)
-0.035 ** 
(0.06)
-0.030 
(0.09)
-0.031 
(0.07)
Stressors in own life in the last 12 months -0.002 
(0.08)
-0.088 *** 
(0.06)
-0.105 *** 
(0.09)
-0.089 
(0.07) ***
Main job is in the CDEP scheme 0.011 
(0.13)
0.190 * 
(0.32)
-0.062 
(0.13)
-0.011 
(0.36)
Participated in cultural activities in the last 12 
months
0.034 
(0.10)
0.021 
(0.06)
0.124 ** 
(0.14)
0.041 * 
(0.07)
Identifies with a clan, tribal or language group 0.067 ** 
(0.10)
-0.002 
(0.07)
-0.089 * 
(0.14)
-0.020 
(0.08)
Recognises homelands -0.028 
(0.12)
-0.037 
(0.07)
0.111 * 
(0.15)
-0.022 
(0.08)
Importance of attending selected cultural events -0.057 
(0.11)
0.042 * 
(0.07)
-0.016 
(0.14)
0.041 
(0.08)
Can attend cultural events as often as one likes 0.038 
(0.08)
0.002 
(0.05)
-0.009 
(0.10)
0.080 *** 
(0.06)
Participation in cultural events, ceremonies or 
organisations in the last 12 months
-0.004 
(0.11)
0.020 
(0.07)
0.114 ** 
(0.13)
0.032 
(0.07)
Speaks Indigenous language 0.048 * 
(0.08)
0.019 
(0.08)
-0.017 
(0.09)
0.036 
(0.09)
Victim of physical or threatened violence in the 
previous 12 months
-0.099 ** 
(0.12)
-0.058 ** 
(0.08)
-0.216 *** 
(0.13)
-0.046 
(0.10)
Have been arrested in the last 12 months 0.021 
(0.12) 
0.021 
(0.08)
0.023 
(0.10)
-0.027 
(0.08)
Have been removed or have family members who 
were removed from natural family 
0.076 *** 
(0.08)
-0.024 
(0.06)
-0.085 *** 
(0.09)
0.055 ** 
(0.07)
Probability of the base case 0.665 0.250 0.385 0.244
No of observations 2035 3102 1768 2467
Adjusted R-Squared 0.1418 0.1153 0.1551 0.151
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Table 5.12. Continued
Source: Customized calculations using the 2008 NATSISS 
Asterisks show the significance level of the p-values * p <0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p<0.01 and standard 
errors are reported in parentheses
The reference person in the basic model is aged 15 to 24, did not change usual residents in the 
last 5 years, not married, unemployed, employed as non-managerial or non-professional occupa-
tion, equivalised household income very low and lives in a house that meets occupancy standard. 
The base case person is also one who has completed Year 11 or less, has no non-school qualifica-
tions, self-assessed health status poor or very poor, does not have a long term health condition or 
disability, does not feel able to have a say on important issues to family, friends or community, does 
not provide support or receive support outside the household, feel unable to confide in family and 
friends, does not feel safe at home either at day or at night, does not feel safe walking around the 
neighbourhood, felt unable to trust people in general, did not have frequent contact with family and 
friends, did not experience discrimination in the last 12 months, did not report having any stressful 
events in the last 12 months.
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Table 5.13. OLS regression parameters associated with psychological distress 
(Kessler score) - Indigenous Australians 15 years and older, 2008
Concept Kessler (total 
population)
Model 1 Model 2
Female 0.44 ***
(0.08)
0.60 ***
(0.09)
Age 25 to 54 0.19 *
(0.10)
0.23 **
(0.11)
Age 55 plus -0.84 ***
(0.14)
-0.77 ***
(0.15)
Changed usual residents in the previous five years 0.13 *
(0.08)
0.11
(0.08)
Married -0.17 **
(0.08)
-0.13
(0.09)
Lives in remote Australia -0.35 ***
(0.0)
-0.35 ***
(0.10)
Employed -0.84 ***
(0.15)
-1.00 ***
(0.16)
Not in the labour force -0.42 ***
(0.15)
-0.26 *
(0.15)
Occupation is a manager or a professional -0.02
(0.13)
0.15
(0.13)
Equivalised household income high -0.66 ***
(0.14)
-0.45 ***
(0.15)
Equivalised household income medium -0.32 ***
(0.12)
-0.20
(0.13)
Equivalised household income low -0.27 ***
(0.10)
-0.29 ***
(0.11)
Lives in a house that does not meet the occupancy standard -0.46 ***
(0.10)
-0.42 ***
(0.11)
Completed Year 12 -0.11
(0.10)
-0.02
(0.11)
Has non-school qualifications -0.23 ***
(0.09)
-0.33 ***
(0.10)
Self-assessed health excellent or good -1.40 ***
(0.08)
-1.27 ***
(0.09)
Has a long term health condition/disability 2.10 ***
(0.14)
2.19 ***
(0.14)
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Table 5.13. Continued
Explanatory variables Kessler (total 
population)
Model 1 Model 2
Feel able to have a say on important issues with family and friends -0.67 ***
(0.09)
-0.71 ***
(0.10)
Feel able to have a say on important issues with community -0.44 ***
(0.09)
-0.46 ***
(0.09)
Able to get support from relatives and friends -0.38 **
(0.18)
-0.34 *
(0.19)
Provided support to people outside household 0.36 ***
(0.10)
0.39 ***
(0.11)
Can confide in family and friends -0.21 *
(0.12)
-0.24 *
(0.13)
Feel safe at home during the day and at night -1.53 ***
(0.11)
-1.37 ***
(0.12)
Feel safe walking around -0.56 ***
(0.09)
-0.53 ***
(0.09)
Able to trust people in general -0.16 **
(0.08)
-0.07
(0.09)
Frequency contact with family and friends weekly -0.18
(0.19)
-0.28
(0.20)
Felt discriminated against in the last 12 months 1.16 ***
(0.09)
0.83 ***
(0.09)
Stressors in own life in the last 12 months 1.41 ***
(0.08)
1.26 ***
(0.09)
Main job is in the CDEP scheme 0.77 ***
(0.17)
Participated in cultural activities in the last 12 months -0.01
(0.11)
Identifies with a clan, tribal or language group -0.22
(0.12)
Recognises homelands 0.37 ***
(0.13)
Importance of attending selected cultural events 0.36 ***
(0.12)
Can attend cultural events as often as one likes -0.24 ***
(0.09)
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Table 5.13. Continued
Explanatory variables Kessler (total 
population)
Model 1 Model 2
Participated in cultural events, ceremonies or organisations in the last 12 
months
-0.32 ***
(0.11)
Speaks Indigenous language -0.19
(0.10) 
Victim of physical or threatened violence in the previous 12 months 1.61 ***
(0.14)
Have been arrested in the last 12 months 0.48 ***
(0.12)
Have been removed or have family members who were removed from 
natural family 
0.20 ***
(0.09)
Constant 12.90 ***
(0.31)
12.40 ***
(0.34)
No of observations 10522 9359
Adjusted R-Squared 0.2276 0.2461
Source: Customized calculations using the 2008 NATSISS  
Asterisks show the significance level of the p-values * p <0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p<0.01 and standard 
errors are reported in parentheses
The reference person in the basic model is male, aged 15 to 24, did not change usual residents 
in the last 5 years, not married, living in non-remote Australia, unemployed, employed as non-
managerial or non-professional occupation, equivalised household income very low and lives in a 
house that meets occupancy standard. The base case person is also one who has completed Year 
11 or less, has no non-school qualifications, self-assessed health status poor or very poor, does 
not have a long term health condition or disability, does not feel able to have a say on important 
issues to family, friends or community, does not provide support or receive support outside the 
household, feel unable to confide in family and friends, does not feel safe at home either at day 
or at night, does not feel safe walking around the neighbourhood, felt unable to trust people in 
general, did not have frequent contact with family and friends, did not experience discrimination in 
the last 12 months, did not report having any stressful events in the last 12 months.
In the broader evaluative space, the reference person has all the characteristics aforementioned 
and also reported the following was true: main has not been a victim of physical violence or 
threatened, have not been arrested in the last 12 months, main job is in the CDEP Scheme, does 
not participate in cultural activities or ceremonies, events, does not identify with a clan, language or 
tribal group, does not recognise homelands, does not feel that cultural participation is important, 
does not feel able to attend events as often as one desires, does not speak Indigenous language 
and have not been removed or have family members who were removed from natural family.
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Table 5.14. OLS regression parameters associated with psychological distress 
(Kessler score) - using Broader evaluative space by gender and remoteness
Concept Kessler Model 2
Females Males
Remote Non 
remote
Remote Non 
remote
Age 25 to 54 0.25 
(0.24)
0.123
(0.21)
0.36
(0.25)
0.26
(0.20)
Age 55 plus -0.25
(0.33)
-1.022 ***
(0.27)
-1.13 ***
(0.31)
-0.37
(0.28)
Changed usual residents in the previous five years 0.43 **
(0.19)
0.050
(0.16)
0.14
(0.18)
-0.08
(0.16)
Married 0.39 **
(0.19)
-0.497 ***
(0.16)
0.14
(0.19)
-0.52 ***
(0.17)
Employed -2.07 ***
(0.41)
-1.079 ***
(0.30)
-0.20
(0.34)
-0.75 ***
(0.28)
Not in the labour force -1.25 ***
(0.37)
-0.497 *
(0.28)
0.18
(0.35)
0.29
(0.27)
Occupation is a manager or a professional 0.52 *
(0.31)
0.214
(0.25)
-0.62 **
(0.30)
0.18
(0.23)
Equivalised household income high -0.26
(0.39)
-0.182
(0.28)
-0.82 **
(0.35)
-0.81 ***
(0.27)
Equivalised household income medium 0.25
(0.29)
-0.259
(0.25)
-0.28
(0.26)
-0.24
(0.24)
Equivalised household income low -0.01
(0.22)
-0.368 *
(0.20)
-0.16
(0.21)
-0.74 ***
(0.22)
Lives in a house that does not meet the 
occupancy standard
-0.13
(0.20)
-0.659 ***
(0.24)
-0.39 **
(0.18)
-0.41
(0.25)
Completed Year 12 -0.09
(0.25)
-0.279
(0.19)
1.00 ***
(0.24)
-0.18
(0.18)
Has non-school qualifications -0.48 **
(0.24)
-0.318 *
(0.16)
-0.23 
(0.22)
-0.37 ** 
(0.16)
Self-assessed health excellent or good -1.18 ***
(0.19)
-1.499 ***
(0.16)
-0.71 ***
(0.18) 
-1.42 ***
(0.16)
Has a long term health condition/disability 2.50 ***
(0.33)
2.683 ***
(0.25)
2.33 ***
(0.34)
0.94 ***
(0.28)
Feel able to have a say on important issues with 
family and friends 
-0.44 **
(0.21)
-1.093 ***
(0.19)
-0.07
(0.21)
-1.07 ***
(0.19)
Feel able to have a say on important issues with 
community
-0.46 **
(0.21)
-0.413 **
(0.17)
-0.25
(0.20)
-0.68 ***
(0.17)
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Table 5.14. Continued
Explanatory variables Kessler Model 2
Females Males
Remote Non 
remote
Remote Non 
remote
Able to get support from relatives and friends 0.26
(0.37)
-1.248 ***
(0.40)
-0.26
(0.35)
0.04
(0.38)
Provided support to people outside household 0.15
(0.24)
0.308
(0.20)
0.48 **
(0.22) 
0.60 ***
(0.18)
Can confide in family and friends 0.20
(0.24)
-1.409 ***
(0.33)
-0.38 *
(0.22)
-0.19
(0.26)
Feel safe at home during the day and at night -1.74 ***
(0.24)
-1.272 ***
(0.17)
-0.12
(0.37)
-1.38 ***
(0.29)
Feel safe walking around -0.62 ***
(0.20)
-0.075
(0.16)
-1.52 ***
(0.23)
-0.50 ***
(0.18)
Able to trust people in general 0.05
(0.19)
-0.134
(0.16)
-0.12
(0.17)
0.00
(0.16)
Frequency contact with family and friends weekly 0.95 **
(0.47)
-0.006 
(0.43)
-0.46
(0.39)
-0.68 **
(0.32)
Felt discriminated against in the last 12 months 1.18 ***
(0.21)
0.128
(0.17)
1.17 ***
(0.19)
0.83 ***
(0.18)
Stressors in own life in the last 12 months 0.75 ***
(0.20)
1.165 ***
(0.17)
1.53 ***
(0.18)
1.35 ***
(0.16)
Main job is in the CDEP scheme 1.00 ***
(0.32)
-0.456
(0.83)
0.27
(0.26)
2.46 ***
(0.92)
Participated in cultural activities in the last 12 
months
0.20
(0.28)
0.217
(0.18)
-0.46
(0.33)
-0.17
(0.19)
Identifies with a clan, tribal or language group -1.03 ***
(0.26)
-0.097
(0.22)
-0.26
(0.30)
0.31
(0.20)
Recognises homelands 0.16
(0.31)
0.569 ***
(0.22)
0.71 **
(0.34)
0.26
(0.21)
Importance of attending selected cultural events 0.42
(0.29)
0.091
(0.21)
1.06 ***
(0.31)
0.18
(0.20)
Can attend cultural events as often as one likes 0.14
(0.22)
-0.297 * 
(0.16)
-0.35
(0.21)
-0.58 ***
(0.16)
Participated in cultural events, ceremonies or 
organisations in the last 12 months
0.42
(0.29)
-0.579 ***
(0.20)
-0.26
(0.28)
-0.31 *
(0.19)
Speaks Indigenous language -0.13
(0.21)
0.090
(0.23)
-0.19
(0.19)
-0.23
(0.22)
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Table 5.14. Continued
Explanatory variables Kessler Model 2
Females Males
Remote Non 
remote
Remote Non 
remote
Victim of physical or threatened violence in the 
previous 12 months
2.33 ***
(0.33)
1.741 *** 
(0.24)
1.13 ***
(0.32)
0.98 ***
(0.25)
Have been arrested in the last 12 months 1.79 ***
(0.31)
0.817 ***
(0.26)
-0.07 
(0.20)
0.32
(0.20)
Have been removed or have family members who 
were removed from natural family 
0.02
(0.20)
0.624 ***
(0.17)
-0.10
(0.18)
-0.07
(0.17)
Constant/Intercept 10.70 ***
(0.81)
15.34 ***
(0.67)
9.79 ***
(0.81)
13.30 ***
(0.60)
No of observations 2029 3097 1767 2466
Adjusted R-Squared 0.2379 0.2707 0.1901 0.267
Source: Customized calculations using the 2008 NATSISS 
Asterisks show the significance level of the p-values * p <0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p<0.01 and standard 
errors are reported in the parentheses
The reference person in the basic model is aged 15 to 24, did not change usual residents in 
the last 5 years, not married, unemployed, employed as non-managerial or non-professional 
occupation, equivalised household income very low and lives in a house that meets occupancy 
standard. The base case person is also one who has completed Year 11 or less, has no non-
school qualifications, self-assessed health status poor or very poor, does not have a long term 
health condition or disability, does not feel able to have a say on important issues to family, friends 
or community, does not provide support or receive support outside the household, feel unable to 
confide in family and friends, does not feel safe at home either at day or at night, does not feel safe 
walking around the neighbourhood, felt unable to trust people in general, did not have frequent 
contact with family and friends, did not experience discrimination in the last 12 months, did not 
report having any stressful events in the last 12 months.
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of equivalised household income are associated with lower psychological distress. 
Health status, both subjective and objective, is important for explaining variations in 
the psychological distress scores of Indigenous people in both Model 1 and 2.
Autonomy in terms of being able to have a say on important issues and feeling safe 
in one’s community was associated with lower psychological distress scores. Similarly, 
having social support structures and feelings of safety were also key factors in reports 
of lower psychological distress. Conversely, having experienced stressors in the last 
12 months, feeling discriminated against and having been a victim of threatened or 
physical violence were associated with higher psychological distress scores. 
Chandler and Lalonde (1998) in their seminal work looking at cultural continuity 
and youth suicide suggest that culture acts as a protective barrier against youth 
suicide. The findings here suggest that participating in cultural events and speaking 
an Indigenous language was associated with lower psychological distress. The 
freedom to attend cultural events as often as one likes also contributed negatively 
to psychological distress. An interesting finding shown in Table 5.13 is those who 
recognised homelands and felt it was important to attend cultural events were more 
likely to report higher psychological distress. 
In Table 5.14, the analysis is shown by remoteness and gender. This again allows 
us to examine whether the same variables have different associations by gender and 
place. Similar to the Indigenous subjective wellbeing results, health status and having 
autonomy were important in all contexts. Being employed was also an important 
determinant for psychological distress scores, with those employed reporting lower 
K-5 scores. Having experienced stressful life events and having been a victim of 
threatened or physical violence were associated with higher psychological distress.
There are some differences when the models are estimated separately for the four 
groups. Changing usual residence in the previous five years was associated with 
higher psychological distress, but this was only true for Indigenous females living 
in remote Australia. Indigenous females living in remote Australia who are married 
reported higher psychological distress. On the other hand, married Indigenous males 
and females living in non-remote Australia had lower psychological distress scores. 
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Having non-school qualifications was statistically significant for all groups except 
Indigenous males living in remote Australia. This association was negative, with 
those having non-school qualifications reporting lower psychological distress. The 
ability to attend cultural events as often as one likes and participating in cultural 
events in the last 12 months were important determinants but only for those living 
in non-remote areas.
Implications and discussion
Results suggest that those factors found to be important correlates in the broader 
literature holds true for Indigenous Australians using the 2008 NATSISS. In 
particular, health status, safety and autonomy have some of the highest associations 
with self-reported happiness.
However, in using the broader evaluative space, there are other factors which are just 
as important in understanding subjective wellbeing from an Indigenous perspective. 
The results suggest that cultural attachment, autonomy and safety are associated 
with self-reported happiness, sadness and psychological distress. Dockery (2010) 
suggested in his paper that cultural strength is associated with better mainstream 
outcomes. Perhaps much of the association between cultural participation and 
subjective wellbeing has been mediated through the improved socioeconomic 
outcomes resulting from stronger cultural participation.
An important thing to note here is that the variables included in the model 
explain only a small portion of the variation in subjective wellbeing for Indigenous 
Australians. This is not dissimilar to the findings by Biddle (2014b). The low 
association does suggest that self-reported happiness is highly subjective and 
likely to be explained by other factors which are not captured in these national 
surveys such as personality traits (Graham 2012; Soto 2015). This could be due to 
self-reported happiness being a state of emotion which may fluctuate depending 
on other factors. The experience of psychological distress is likely to be more 
permanent in nature. This may go some way to explaining why the same set 
of variables has a higher explanatory power for social and emotional wellbeing 
compared to subjective wellbeing.
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The analyses chapter is restricted to the use of existing datasets. The use of the K-5 is 
only one aspect of broader social and emotional wellbeing. Similarly, (Graham 2012; 
Graham 2016) also notes that in eliciting determinants of happiness, the measure 
used to proxy for happiness is important. In the NATSISS, the frequency of self-
reported happiness was used. There are however other ways to indicate happiness 
such as whether an individual smiled and life evaluation through the ‘ladder of life’ 
which have been shown have different associations with the correlates of interest 
(Graham et al. 2010). 
The variables in the GRIFIA were also found to be significantly associated with 
the subjective wellbeing measures, namely employment status and housing 
circumstances. If improving subjective wellbeing is an important policy goal, some 
of the indicators captured in the GRIFIA may infer at a very broad level whether 
subjective wellbeing may possibly be high in areas where the GRIFIA is high as 
well. As the NATSISS shows, there are aspects associated with subjective wellbeing 
and social and emotional wellbeing which are not captured in the GRIFIA such as 
participating in cultural activities, feeling safe and being autonomous over one’s life. 
If improvements in the dimensions or objects included in the GRIFIA result in a 
decrease in the factors found to be important in the NATSISS such as participating 
in cultural activities and being autonomous over one’s life, then it is hard to ascertain 
whether Indigenous wellbeing as a whole has been improved using the GRIFIA as 
the sole measure of evaluating Indigenous wellbeing. 
The findings from Chapter 5 demonstrated that depending on what indicators are 
included in the GRIFIA, the resulting index leads to different conclusions being 
drawn about the circumstances of Indigenous males and females regionally. In a 
composite measure, the weights applied to the different dimensions provide an 
indication of the importance of the various dimensions. The utilisation of equal 
weighting compared to statistical weighting to account for the correlation between 
different aspects of the index has implications for the ranking of Indigenous males 
and females living across the 38 regions. 
In examining enablers of self-reported happiness and factors associated with social 
and emotional wellbeing, the size and direction of the coefficients provide insights 
into the importance of those factors in explaining the dependent variable. The 
findings from the NATSISS confirm that the correlates which are associated with 
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subjective wellbeing for the population more broadly also hold true for Indigenous 
Australians. They include marital status, health, labour force status, age, experiencing 
autonomy and educational attainment. However, a broader framework for 
understanding self-reported happiness suggests that Indigenous-specific experiences 
and worldviews also have important statistical associations with self-reported 
happiness. Participating in cultural activities and the capacity to participate in 
cultural events as often as one likes, speaking an Indigenous language and having 
been discriminated against all have a statistical association with self-reported 
subjective happiness.
Overall in this chapter, the space for reflecting and extending existing tools 
and datasets to assess Indigenous wellbeing in Australia was considered and 
operationalised. In the next chapter, a space for experimentation to operationalise 
the recognition space from conception to measures is proposed through a case study 
working with the Yawuru.

Part III
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Chapter 6
From conception to operation:  
A co-production approach
Introduction
In the previous chapter, existing approaches to evaluate Indigenous wellbeing 
were used drawing on available secondary datasets. The existing approaches were 
extended by incorporating context and culture in the framing of Indigenous 
wellbeing measures. Depending on what indicators were included in the GRIFIA 
and the type of weighting methodology applied to the different dimensions, the 
resulting index led to different conclusions being drawn about the circumstances of 
Indigenous males and females across the 38 Indigenous Regions. The findings from 
the NATSISS confirmed that the correlates which are associated with subjective 
wellbeing more broadly also hold true for Indigenous Australians. However, a 
broader frame of understanding self-reported happiness suggested that Indigenous-
specific experiences and worldviews also have statistical importance. 
The findings from Chapter 5 motivate deeper reflection on the tools used to 
evaluate wellbeing in regard to two further issues beyond the selection and 
weighting of dimensions in a composite measure. The first issue fundamentally 
relates to the relevance of existing underlying concepts of wellbeing to enable a 
nuanced understanding of Indigenous wellbeing. The second critically important 
issue pertaining to process is whether the current methodologies used to 
conceptualise and measure Indigenous wellbeing are appropriate and whether 
they reflect the recognition principles. These issues lead us to the second aim 
of the thesis which is to explore whether there is there an alternative way of 
understanding Indigenous wellbeing. 
The rest of this chapter is structured as follows. Firstly, the motivation for 
undertaking primary data collection will be presented, paving the way for 
introducing the Yawuru, First Peoples of Broome, Western Australia and their 
agenda for self-determination post-native title determination. In particular, the 
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challenges associated with using existing tools and datasets will be recounted. This 
will be followed by a description of the co-production model and participatory 
mixed-methods approach employed in Chapters 7 and 8. 
The challenge of assessing Indigenous wellbeing using 
existing tools and datasets
Data funct ional i ty  for  Indigenous communit ies
While useful at some level, the existing tools and datasets used for analysis in 
Chapter 5 are restricted in terms of their functionality for Indigenous communities 
and polities to understand and monitor their own wellbeing (Morphy 2007; Taylor 
2008; Taylor 2009; Walter 2010; Prout 2011; Yu 2012; Walter and Andersen 2013; 
Kukutai and Walter 2015). To date, there exists limited information in Australia to 
inform the wellbeing and aspirations of collective groups such as the Ngunnawal, 
the Arrente or the Yawuru. 
To illustrate the limitations of existing information for the Yawuru in Broome, 
consider the following. The ranking of the GRIFIA indicates how Indigenous 
males and females living in Broome are faring compared to Indigenous males and 
females living in other Indigenous regions. The information however is not sensitive 
to the diversity among the many Indigenous people living in Broome and does 
not distinguish the unique position of Yawuru as native title holders versus other 
Indigenous groups living in Broome. 
In terms of evaluating subjective wellbeing using the NATSISS, to date there 
has been limited information available to understand correlates of self-reported 
happiness or sadness for the Yawuru in Broome or for Indigenous individuals living 
in Broome. The information in the 2008 NATSISS only enabled examination of 
geographical context at the level of remote and non-remote Western Australia. In the 
recently released NATSISS 2014–15, there is scope for analysis at the Indigenous 
Region level. 
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Indigenous wel lbeing – From conceptions to measures
The usefulness of happiness as a metric for evaluating wellbeing has been debated on 
both philosophical grounds as well as in its conceptual operations (Mathews 2012; 
Stewart 2014). An important consideration for this thesis is addressing the suitability 
of happiness as a tool that has cross-cultural validity to understand Indigenous 
wellbeing. Despite the growing consensus that wellbeing and happiness vary across 
cultures, there is still a tendency to use existing tools or surveys to reflect the reality 
of wellbeing cross-culturally rather than to question the appropriateness of these 
tools, despite their seeming inability to capture underlying cultural differences 
(Mathews 2012, p301). Furthermore, the use of self-reported happiness and sadness 
using a scale of ‘none of the time’ to ‘all of the time’ can potentially suffer from social 
desirability and extreme response biases (Finn and Louviere 1992; Lee et al. 2007).
The challenges related to the opposing pull of ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ in measuring 
wellbeing provide a unique opportunity to navigate and account for context and 
culture in the construction of wellbeing metrics (Sen 1987). It may not always be 
possible to fully account for conceptions of wellbeing in the wellbeing metrics. 
However, a minimum requirement is for conceptions of wellbeing not to be purely 
informed by theory. Instead, an approach which privileges the voices, the expressions 
and experiences of indigenous wellbeing should be central to the process (Watene 
2016a). Irrespective of what methodologies and theories that one ascribes to, there is 
a need for transparency and clarity in purpose and process. 
An alternative approach to understanding and 
measuring Indigenous wellbeing from the ground up
In order to transform the power relations within existing research paradigms, 
the ‘recognition space’ must be operationalised in a manner that co-creates 
wellbeing knowledge with Indigenous peoples. As such, Indigenous worldviews 
and knowledge must be the starting point and must involve Indigenous peoples 
throughout the entire research process as highlighted in Chapter 2 and 3. This 
starting point is premised on a different foundation, one that is relational, 
reflecting indigenous worldviews and connection to country and specific to 
indigenous language groups or tribes. 
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As a non-Indigenous researcher, the extent to which I am able to draw on and 
represent Indigenous knowledge in unquestionably limited and raises issues of 
legitimacy from both a cultural and intellectual perspective. Therefore, a co-
production knowledge model is necessary to bring into the ‘recognition space’ tools 
which have a shared philosophy of acknowledging Indigenous peoples as the experts 
on their own lives and prioritises process, thus bridging the gap between ‘relevance’ 
and ‘usability’. In the Yawuru case study, process is a priority; the process whereby 
wellbeing measures are created, acknowledging that culture and context shape the 
way in which wellbeing is experienced, but more importantly shape the translation 
of concepts to measures and to the framing of wellbeing questions (White 2016). 
This case study starts with Yawuru’s understanding of living well, mabu liyan, as the 
starting point, thereby grounding the approach and process in centering Yawuru 
worldviews. By understanding wellbeing through this lens, the process of achieving 
wellbeing and conceptualising wellbeing is brought together in the manner of co-
creating wellbeing knowledge consistent with the tenets of Indigenous research 
paradigm outlined in Chapter 3. 
In order to render visible Yawuru’s conceptions and understandings of mabu liyan 
in the ‘recognition space’, knowledge generation from the ground up through a 
participatory mixed-methods approach is used in a sequential manner through two 
interconnected phases. There are several key innovations within this case study. 
The primary data collection opportunity allows for a more nuanced understanding 
of wellbeing from conception to measures, thereby grounding the dimensions and 
measures of Indigenous wellbeing in Yawuru voices. The case study also allows for 
the recognition principles outlined by Kukutai and Walter (2015) to be reflected 
so that co-production of knowledge occurs through a research paradigm and 
methodology that privileges indigenous ways of knowing and being. Additionally, 
the case study provides an innovative use of Best-Worst Scaling (BWS) to 
determine priorities of Yawuru wellbeing and so inform the weighting of the 
Yawuru wellbeing dimensions. 
All these factors culminate in the development of the Yawuru Wellbeing Framework 
for female and males, the 2015 Yawuru Wellbeing Survey and, in future work, a 
Yawuru Wellbeing Index. The three products share the strength of being completely 
grounded in Yawuru voices, decision-making and involvement from inception to 
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finalisation. Most importantly, to the best of my knowledge, the data arising from 
this project means that Yawuru will be the first community in Australia to own data 
and information on their wellbeing that is based on their worldviews, in a manner 
functional for their needs and monitoring purposes (Yap and Yu 2016a). 
Mixed-methods approach 
Mixed methods emerged as a result of tensions and debates regarding the primacy 
and practice of one paradigm over another, suggesting that a mixed methodology 
offers the advantage of utilising multiple methods and approaches to provide a more 
nuanced and holistic comprehension of the issue at hand (Creswell and Plano-Clark 
2007; Teddlie and Tashakkori 2009; Creswell 2013; Bazeley 2015).
Proponents of mixed methods advocate for the efficient use of both approaches 
given that it offers an immediate and useful middle position philosophically and 
methodologically, thereby resulting in a practical and outcome-oriented method 
of inquiry that is based on action (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) cited in 
Cameron (2009, p141)). Mixed methods have been used to illuminate the diversity 
and complexity of wellbeing for different groups of people depending on their age, 
gender, race, indigeneity and experience, thereby serving as a tool for transformation 
and emancipation (Mertens 2010; Cram and Mertens 2015). 
There are various ways in which mixed methods can be used in a single project. The 
three most common processes include merging or converging different datasets, 
connecting the two datasets by building one on the other, or embedding one dataset 
within the other so that one type of data provides a supportive role for the other 
dataset (Creswell and Plano-Clark 2007, p7). Mixed methods, however, are not 
without their own limitations. Some of the more prominent disadvantages include 
the researcher’s need to be proficient in both qualitative and quantitative methods 
and its costliness in both time and resources. Finally, there is a high probability of 
undertaking mixed methods incorrectly through only superficially mixing methods 
(McMillan and Schumacher 2006; p401; Cameron 2009).
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Mixed methods and wellbeing
Mixed methods have been used to conceptualise wellbeing from the perspectives 
of children, the elderly, marginalised groups and also for groups with specific lived 
experiences or needs (Ingersoll-Dayton et al. 2004; Barata and Yoshikawa 2013; 
Elliott et al. 2014; Jongbloed and Andres 2015). The literature on wellbeing both 
in developing and developed countries supports the use of mixed methods to 
provide a nuanced understanding of how communities and different population 
groups define and experience wellbeing both subjectively and objectively (Jones 
and Sumner 2007).
Various scholars have alluded to the need to adopt a mixed-methods approach to 
better capture the multifaceted, complex nature of wellbeing (White and Pettit 
2004; Jones and Sumner 2007; Camfield et al. 2009; Mathews 2012). This is 
particularly relevant for understanding a concept such as wellbeing which is 
inherently complex and subjective, presenting multiple layers of challenges from 
definitions and philosophies to methodology and worldview. There have been 
considerable efforts to combine the various approaches and utilise mixed methods to 
understand this phenomenon particularly, in developing country contexts (Narayan 
et al. 1999; White 2006; Camfield et al. 2009). 
To enable a nuanced understanding of indigenous wellbeing, the use of 
methodologies which are inclusive of and prioritise indigenous peoples’ sense of 
relatedness which extends beyond the social to the natural environment is necessary. 
In addition, the methodology employed needs to have a transformative agenda, 
challenging the normative assumptions of whose and which knowledge matters. 
The realities and knowledge of those on the ground, most affected by the impact of 
policies and programs, are central and these people are necessary and critical partners 
in the production of knowledge and information on their social realities. 
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Different approaches to mixed methods in Indigenous 
research 
Mixed methods, in the ‘traditional’ sense of combining qualitative and quantitative 
data, are increasingly being utilised in the Indigenous field to provide better insights 
into the multidimensionality of issues, especially in the area of health provision 
and program evaluation and effectiveness in Australia (Nagel et al. 2009; Prout and 
Yap 2010; Senior et al. 2012; Bailie et al. 2015; Jersky et al. 2015). Senior et al. 
(2012) used methods such as ethnography and interviews alongside a community-
wide survey to examine the success of youth diversionary programs in the Northern 
Territory. Mixed methods have been used to evaluate community health programs 
in urban Australia using interviews and focus groups alongside administrative data 
from clinical records (Jersky et al. 2015). Nagel et al. (2009) undertook exploratory 
mixed-methods research combining interviews with a nested randomised control 
trial to develop and evaluate a culturally adapted brief intervention for Indigenous 
people with chronic mental illness in the Top End of the Northern Territory. Prout 
and Yap (2010) also used mixed methods to better understand temporal mobility 
patterns in the Kimberley using a combination of qualitative interviews and school 
attendance data. 
Indigenous mixed methodologies have been a recent advancement in the field of 
mixed- methods research, in particular exploring how indigenous ways of knowing 
can be complemented with Western ways of knowing to bridge the epistemology of 
different worldviews (Botha 2011; Chilisa and Tsheko 2014). Chilisa and Tsheko 
(2014, p224) propose mixed methods in indigenous research can take the form 
where researchers invoke indigenous knowledge to inform new theoretical concepts 
and frameworks or new tools for collecting data. In indigenous mixed methods, both 
qualitative and quantitative approaches can be and are indigenised. 
Whilst mixed-methods approaches have been employed to date in the field of 
indigenous research in the traditional sense, the other body of work in which mixing 
of methodologies is implicit is occurring at the paradigm level, whereby indigenous 
ways of knowing are brought into the foreground (Adelson 2009; Hutchinson et al. 
2014). Botha (2011) noted that that mixing of methods within indigenous research 
has mainly occurred within the qualitative research paradigm. This could partly 
Yap188
be attributed to qualitative research methodologies being viewed as being more 
amenable to indigenous research via its non-numerical format (Walter and Andersen 
2013, p132). 
Indigenous quantitative methodologies as mixing methods at the paradigm level 
is an emerging albeit small field. In the first book on Indigenous quantitative 
methodologies, Walter and Andersen (2013, p79) notes that indigenous 
quantitative methodologies goes beyond the collection and use of statistical data 
about indigenous peoples by challenging the way statistics on indigenous peoples 
are produced and framed, the power relations at play and the critical role that 
indigenous peoples should play in producing statistical categories to represent their 
lived realities. 
One of the co-authors, Maggie Walter operationalised indigenous quantitative 
methodology in the Australian context through nayri kati or ‘good numbers’ a 
framework for generating statistical data which a) privileges Indigenous voices and 
worldview, b) does not take Euro-Australians and the accompanying value systems as 
the unacknowledged norm and c) does not take a presumption of Indigenous deficit 
as its starting point (Walter and Andersen 2013, p86). The development of the Mayi 
Kuwayu17 (To follow Aboriginal People), a first longitudinal study on Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander wellbeing in Australia will investigate the inter-relatedness 
of health, culture and wellbeing privileging Indigenous worldviews. Central to 
Indigenous quantitative methodologies is ownership of intellectual property and 
control over the collection and use of data and information. This is important within 
the context of the UNDRIP but also the broader movement and agenda towards 
Indigenous data sovereignty (Kukutai and Taylor 2016b). 
Who and what counts: Participatory approaches 
Participatory research methods emerged in the 1970s and 1980s as a tool for 
producing knowledge grounded in a participatory worldview where participants are 
involved in the research process from beginning to end (Chambers 1997; Conrad 
17. See http://uoc-web01.squiz.net/research/collaborations/ciri/ciri-events/past-networking-events/
events/indigenous-wellbeing-survey,-9-november-2015/Murray-LLS-and-Mayi-Kuwayu-project-
UC-CIRI-9-November.pdf
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and Campbell 2008). Participatory approaches can go some way towards shifting the 
power relationships from those who traditionally define the development priorities 
(government and donor agencies) to indigenous peoples themselves who directly 
experience the fruit of the development policies (Gigler 2005). 
While the issue of information functionality at the level of indigenous collectives 
have been raised in this thesis, it is also important to note that the diversity of 
experiences within a community is often under-explored. The inherent complexity 
and subjectivity of wellbeing conceptions coupled with the current research 
landscape on indigenous wellbeing, provides a strong argument for combining 
qualitative and quantitative approaches to reveal a more nuanced and complete 
measure of wellbeing. 
In the next section, the alternative approach grounded in Yawuru knowledge and 
worldviews is developed drawing on participatory methods and mixed-methods that 
meets in the recognition space in a manner that is challenges the dominant mode of 
knowledge production.  
Fig. 6.1. Map of Broome and surrounding settlements 
Source: Fig. 6 in Taylor (2006)
Note: (originally sourced from Government of Western Australia Department of Indigenous affairs)
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Conceptualising Yawuru wellbeing 
Yawuru – the First  Peoples of  Broome
The town of Broome in the south-west of the Kimberley region in Western Australia 
is located in the country of the Yawuru people (Prout and Yap 2010). The Yawuru 
people are the traditional owners of the lands and waters in and around Rubibi 
(the town of Broome) from Bangarangara to the yalimban (south) to Wirrjinmirr 
(Willie Creek) to the guniyan (north), and banu (east) covering Roebuck Plains and 
Thangoo pastoral leases, in the Kimberley region of northern Western Australia 
(Yawuru RNTBC 2011).
Prior to the arrival of the Europeans and other groups, Indigenous peoples, 
including the Yawuru, have occupied Broome and the surroundings for about 
10,000 years. Broome is home to 3,469 Aboriginal persons (usual resident 
population), with the Yawuru making up about thirty per cent of the Aboriginal 
population (Taylor et al. 2012; Taylor et al. 2014). Founded in the 1880s as a 
pearling port, Broome was the centre of the world’s pearling industry in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries.18 The exclusion of Broome from strict adherence to 
the White Australia Policy enabled indentured labourers from Japan, the Philippines, 
Malaya, Timor and China to work alongside Indigenous Australians in the pearling 
industry (Prout and Yap 2010; Yu et al. 2015). 
In 1901, the Broome population was estimated to be about 1,358 (Stride and 
Louws 2015). When the census began enumerating Indigenous peoples in 1971, the 
Aboriginal population in Broome was estimated to be about 1,287 persons (ABS 
1973). The 2011 Census estimated there were 4,371 Indigenous persons enumerated 
in Broome on census night (ABS 2015). Broome today has a vibrant multicultural 
population and is a major tourist destination, with the population tripling during 
the dry season. The melting pot that is Broome today is a reminder of the varied and 
sometimes harsh history that makes the town the unique place that it is. 
18. See http://www.australia.gov.au/about-australia/australian-story/australias-pearling-industry
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The Aborigines Act 1905 (WA) was a key piece of legislation which led to the 
removal and relocation of many Yawuru children and families to other parts of the 
Kimberley. Conversely, the arrival of many other Indigenous families away from 
their country to Broome has long- term impacts, still felt today by the Yawuru 
and other Indigenous groups in Broome and the Kimberley (Australian Venture 
Consultants Pty Ltd 2015). The Common Gate, which served to keep Indigenous 
peoples out of Broome town, and the geographical demarcation and segregation 
of Broome according to different ethnic groups are other reminders of the 
discriminatory policies towards Indigenous Australians historically.19 
Despite these policies, Indigenous and Asian workers began to weave together 
socially, resulting in the rich tapestry of culture, language, food and custom found in 
Broome today (Prout and Yap 2010, p3). Many of the Yawuru women and men also 
have family connections across the neighbouring communities of Bardi, Karrajadi, 
Nyul Nyul, and Jabirr Jabirr. In Broome, Aboriginal spirituality coexists with 
Western Christianity and also Chinese, Malay, and Japanese spirituality with many 
Indigenous populations observing different and multiple customs and traditions. 
Central to the existence and identity of Yawuru women and men is their enduring 
connection to country and culture. This includes the landscape and how the Yawuru 
use and occupy their land and sea country, but it also includes the kinship systems, 
ceremony and lore, songs and dances and language given through the Bugarrigarra 
or Creation Time (Yawuru RNTBC 2011).20 Ever since the Bugarrigarra gave 
shape and life to the living landscape and country we now know as Broome, the 
Yawuru people have practised their traditions, law and customs. As custodians of 
the land, Yawuru have long fished, hunted and managed their traditional ecological 
knowledge systems and habitats and passed their stories on to future generations 
despite the harsh colonisation practices instituted by the state (Dodson 2013). It is 
these stories, rituals and law handed down through the Bugarrigarara that Yawuru 
19. In Broome, the Common Gate is a fence and three gridded gates which was the municipal 
boundary of the Broome Township. The boundary was mandated in legislation, under the terms of 
the Aborigines Act 1905. This Common Gate policy meant that permits were needed by Aboriginal 
people to enter Broome after dark. This practice was only discontinued in the late 1960s (Yawuru 
RNTBC 2015 and The Heritage Centre Broome).
20. See also Sullivan (2014).
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women and men continue to maintain through their responsibilities and obligations 
as Yawuru people, which gave rise to the legal recognition through the native title 
process (Yap and Yu 2016b). 
English and Kriol are the most common languages spoken by Yawuru, with a small 
group of fluent Yawuru speakers. For some time, the Yawuru language was critically 
endangered, but there has been a resurgence and revitalisation of the language 
through the dedication and hard work of Yawuru elders and families. There has been 
a range of efforts including the setting up of the Language Centre (Yawuru Ngan-
ga), the creation of a language app for use on mobile devices, the training of Yawuru 
teachers and the introduction of the Yawuru language in schools.21 
Yawuru and the native title process
In the seminal case of Mabo vs Queensland (No 2) (1992), the High Court of 
Australia handed down its decision recognising the connection of Miriam (Mer) 
people to their land and sea as handed down through their traditional laws and 
customs. Following that decision, the Native Title Act 1993 created the legal 
framework to enable other native title holders to be recognised by Australian law and 
to deal with multiple interests on their land. 
Native title brings with it significant challenges and opportunities for the native title 
holders. While there are potential economic benefits resulting from landholdings 
achieved through native title agreements, there are significant barriers concerning 
property rights that need to be addressed before such benefits can be fully enjoyed. 
There are significant non-economic benefits arising from recognition for native 
title holders such as pride in being recognised as traditional owners, but perhaps 
most important of all, native title brings with it a self-determination agenda, an 
opportunity to negotiate and have a say on outcomes that will affect the native 
title holders and along with that an opportunity to maintain and improve their 
collective sense of wellbeing. Native title brings with it the rights and responsibilities 
21. See http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-07/indigenous-language-program-making-broome-
bilingual/7391240
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of a seat at the table, to negotiate and manage the different competing interests on 
country and waters and make decisions about what happens on native title holders’ 
traditional land and waters (Neate 2010; Webb 2012). 
The Yawuru Native Title Determination22, proclaimed in 2010 after 20 long years, 
signalled a shift in the relationship between Yawuru and other Indigenous groups 
living in Broome, as well as with the state of Western Australia. The native title 
determination has provided Yawuru with the opportunity to have a say over the land 
and its usages and to have an input into issues affecting Yawuru in local and regional 
settings (Yawuru RNTBC 2011).
Yawuru Knowledge and Wellbeing Project
As part of the native title self-determination agenda, the Yawuru nation embarked 
on the Yawuru Knowledge and Wellbeing Project to acknowledge the historical 
experience to date and serve as a guide for the future as the rebuilding of the Yawuru 
nation post-native title occurs (Yap and Yu 2016b). Mabu buru, mabu liyan and 
mabu ngarrungunil are the aspirations and guiding principles of the journey that 
Yawuru have taken since time immemorial, and they are critical for the rebuilding of 
the Yawuru nation post-native title. Mabu buru refers to strong country and mabu 
ngarrungunil refers to strong community. Together, the interconnectedness between 
the country, its people and culture brings about mabu liyan (Yawuru RNTBC 
2011). Linguistically, mabu liyan translates to ‘good feelings’. Mabu liyan is the 
foundation of Yawuru’s conception of wellbeing or living well. 
To enable Yawuru to make informed decisions on matters affecting their community, 
country and culture, there was a recognised need to first and foremost invest in 
data and knowledge development for Yawuru, driven by Yawuru to inform Yawuru 
development and wellbeing aspirations. Yawuru have embarked on a series of 
22. Native title comprises the rights and interests of Australian Indigenous peoples in their 
traditional lands and waters, which for each group derive from their own laws and customs and are 
recognised by the Federal Court in accordance with Australian statutory and common law, although 
they are subject to a judicial process of application by prospective native title holders. If determined 
to exist, this title is held in trust by a Prescribed Body Corporate as per the requirements of the 
Native Title Act (1993).
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projects which utilise where appropriate Western sciences as complementary tools 
for negotiations with the various stakeholders in Broome and surrounds. One 
example has been the use of Geographical Information Systems (GIS) technology to 
digitally map places of cultural and social significance and to assist Yawuru to make 
informed decisions around access and use of country (Yu 2013). 
Part of the increased self-determination of Yawuru has involved them taking control 
of data collection on Yawuru by Yawuru. The Yawuru are also the first in the data 
collection arena to exercise local control, participation and conceptual thinking 
around the logistics and rationale of such an exercise through their ‘Knowing Our 
Community Survey’, which serves as a baseline population dataset (Taylor et al. 
2012; Taylor et al. 2014). In continuing that self-determination exercise, the focus 
for the community now is on whether the lives of Yawuru men and women are 
improving over time as a result of securing native title. To evaluate this, there is first 
a need to understand what constitutes a good life for Yawuru and what they see as 
the aspects which are important for a good life or their wellbeing. 
Mabu liyan – Yawuru’s philosophy of wellbeing
In the Western notion of subjective wellbeing, expressions such as happiness can 
invoke a plethora of meanings and interpretations. Not dissimilar, the word liyan 
conjures multiple associations and meanings. Liyan is a Yawuru philosophy of being 
which is shared with other Indigenous groups using variant words for the same idea. 
For the Karajarri, the equivalent word is ngarlu (Roe 2000). Mabu liyan reflects 
Yawuru’s sense of belonging and being, emotional strength, dignity and pride. 
Expressions of liyan are articulated based on collective structures: it is a model of 
living well in connection with country, culture, others and with oneself. 
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McKenna and Anderson (2011, p4) explain that 
Liyan is the center of our being and emotions. It is a very important 
characteristic that forms our wellbeing, keeping us grounded in our 
identity and our connection to country, to our family, our community 
and it is linked to the way we care for ourselves and our emotions. 
From conception to operation – Yawuru wellbeing 
In the next two chapters, the recognition space is operationalised to develop 
culturally relevant indicators of wellbeing for the Yawuru. The Yawuru case study 
provides the opportunity to conceptualise and identify what aspects (objects) are of 
value for Yawuru wellbeing and determine the relative importance of the different 
aspects (objects) to Yawuru’s experience of wellbeing. 
Fig. 6.2. Sequential mixed methods 
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In operationalising the recognition space, the recognition principles proposed by 
Kukutai and Walter (2015) and outlined in in Chapter 3 are guiding principles 
in ensuring that the research process and outcomes are functional and relevant for 
Yawuru’s needs and aspirations. The innovative use of participatory methodology, 
sequential mixed-methods approach and starting with mabu liyan challenges 
existing paradigms in relation to what matters for Indigenous wellbeing, moving 
from a deficit discourse to one of strength and cultural relevance. The Yawuru 
case study demonstrates how qualitative and quantitative methods can be mixed 
to conceptualise wellbeing and develop potential measures of wellbeing from the 
ground up through a participatory sequential mixed-methods approach (Creswell 
and Plano-Clark 2007). As a result, the validity and relevance of measures that 
were developed in the quantitative phase was strengthened. The capacity building 
component of employing Yawuru women and men as research assistants in the 
quantitative phase further ensured that knowledge was co-produced from the ground 
up, bringing together different ways of knowing, both traditional and Western in a 
manner that is consistent with the recognition space. 
There are two phases in the participatory sequential mixed-methods approach. 
This chosen design means that the qualitative component lays the foundation for 
the development of the survey instruments in Phase 2. As shown in Fig. 6.2, the 
sequential data collection is done in two phases, with an intermediary stage in 
which the transformation of information from the first phase to the second phase 
is carried out.   
The first phase of the study is the qualitative component, which seeks to explore 
how wellbeing is understood, experienced and defined by the Yawuru community 
through semi-structured interviews and focus group exercises and discussions. 
The qualitative information in the first phase of the research is transformed in a 
manner which helps guide the quantitative phase. The qualitative phase therefore 
provides the foundation for the development of the Yawuru Wellbeing Survey and 
provides a pool of potential attributes for inclusion in the Best-Worst Scaling (BWS) 
experiment in the quantitative phase. 
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The research activities received formal approval from the Human Research Ethics 
Committee at the Australian National University (Protocol Number: 2013/249) 
for the first stage. A variation was submitted and accepted in May 2015 for the 
quantitative phase.
Yawuru’s participation – a necessary and critical 
element
Yawuru’s participation in the research is critical and interwoven throughout the 
process, from research content to survey design and collection. The grounding of 
the measures of wellbeing from the community voices serves to increase statistical 
functionality of the measures and associated data generated for the community on 
the ground, but also to aid in the development of a more policy-relevant concept 
of wellbeing (Kukutai and Walter 2015; McGregor 2015). In the next section, the 
practical applications of the recognition principles are outlined. 
Co-production of  knowledge – the recognit ion pr inciples in 
pract ice 
Ideally, the full participation of a community should begin from the initiation of 
a research project to research design and dissemination of the research findings. 
This is, however, rare, especially for a PhD research project with limited resources 
(Maguire 1987; Klocker 2012). As noted previously, Yawuru’s own agenda to 
measure wellbeing according to their worldviews, together with a PhD research 
proposal which aimed to develop a methodology for deriving culturally relevant 
measures of wellbeing, provided common ground for a collaborative partnership 
between the Yawuru community and myself. In particular, the quote by Peter Yu in 
Chapter 2 of this thesis (p69), noting the intention of Yawuru to construct a Yawuru 
Wellbeing Index, which would measure things that matter to Yawuru, would provide 
the platform for the initiation of the partnership. 
Consultat ion to col laborat ion
In March 2013, I went to Broome along with two colleagues, John Taylor and 
Tahu Kukutai to meet with the Yawuru Jarndu, a local Yawuru women’s group. 
One of these colleagues was a researcher whose work this thesis builds on, and the 
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other subsequently became a member of my panel of supervisors. We presented 
some literature on how wellbeing and a good life are conceptualised in both the 
general and Indigenous context, nationally as well as internationally. This was 
following on from several email exchanges between Eunice Yu at the Kimberley 
Institute and myself to gauge interest in and local support for building a 
partnership on this particular research project. During this presentation, questions 
around whether liyan is an extension of some of the concepts outlined in Chapter 
2, a combination of these concepts or whether it is a separate concept altogether 
were raised and discussed. 
One of the outcomes from the initial consultation was an invitation to return 
to Broome to work with the Yawuru Jarndu and the Yawuru community 
to conceptualise wellbeing according to their worldviews and gain a better 
understanding of mabu liyan in particular, and explore the possibility of measuring 
the concept. 
Collaborat ion to co-production
It was clear that the operation of this case study would require the inclusion 
of a wider range of individuals and stakeholders. Throughout the course of the 
research, relationship building and collaborations were operationalised individually 
with various community members. There was a need to have a collective of 
individuals who would provide guidance and endorsement of the research and 
advice on the dissemination of information to the community members, the 
primary stakeholders of the research. This leads us to the first recognition principle 
of Indigenous decision making. 
Indigenous decision making
There are several ways in which Yawuru’s participation has been exercised in this 
research. Firstly, there was the formation of a collaborative partnership between 
Eunice Yu, a Yawuru woman and myself. Eunice, as the community partner, 
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has been instrumental in the introduction of this research to the community, 
determining the research agenda and aims, and the development and dissemination 
of research both at the community level and within the broader academic space. 
A Yawuru Guidance and Reference Committee was formed consisting of Yawuru 
women and men to ensure that the information generated through the research 
reflected local aspirations and values, and more importantly, was functional for 
community purposes. The Committee continues to provide guidance on the 
cultural-appropriateness and relevance of the research design and output. The 
Committee comprises of the following individualS—Dr Kim Isaacs, Melanie 
Howard, Dean Mathews, Ninielia Mills, Dianne Appleby, John Puertollano, Lyn  
Yu-MacKay, Patrick Dodson, Jimmy Edgar and Victorina McKenna. 
Given the busy schedules of the various committee members, it was often the 
case that I would meet with individuals separately, according to their availability, 
to discuss the research as a whole but also with a focus on their particular area of 
expertise. The Committee also provided cultural and local knowledge to facilitate 
the conduct of the research and ensured that the information was relevant for 
community purposes and for the service delivery organisations based in Broome 
more broadly. 
Most importantly, Yawuru’s participation was embedded throughout the process, 
from research content to survey design and collection. The way in which the 
indicators are informed by community voices will be elaborated in Chapter 7. 
Together the collaborative partnership and the Yawuru Guidance and Reference 
Committee provided an avenue for enacting the Indigenous decision making 
principle for operationalising the recognition space at the broad level. 
Recognising diversity –  cultural  and geographical
The focus of the case study is the Yawuru community. Although it is acknowledged 
that many Yawuru individuals also identify with other Indigenous groups or other 
ancestry, this part of the thesis purposefully focuses on the Yawuru to recognise the 
uniqueness and diversity of Yawuru in terms of geography and cultural distinction 
from the broader Broome Aboriginal community. For the Yawuru, a further 
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distinction is the fact that they are native title holders or traditional owners over the 
land and sea country and have a substantial say in the development of Broome and 
the surrounds. The purpose of developing and constructing indicators of wellbeing 
for Yawuru therefore is to determine how Yawuru are faring according to their own 
benchmarks and standards. It is not necessarily intended for comparison with other 
Indigenous groups or non-Indigenous groups, although Yawuru may decide to do so 
if a need arises. This raises the issue of what validity the findings might have in the 
broader context and whether the findings can be generalised. 
In terms of geographical diversity, the focus on the wellbeing of the Yawuru people 
as a language group relates to the importance that Yawuru attach to ‘place’ or the 
country in which they have a strong and enduring connection. It is not just as a 
physical location with geographical boundaries, but the dynamic and extended 
kinship system, the songlines and stories and ceremony which contribute to being 
Yawuru, irrespective of where they may live, and also regardless of whether they leave 
and return to Broome over the lifecourse. 
Mutual  capacity bui lding 
Mutual capacity building is a critical and necessary component of research with 
a transformative agenda. Capacity building extended across various aspects of 
the research. From my perspective, as the doctoral student, the preparation and 
management of a small survey project with Eunice Yu, the community partner, 
facilitated my training and experience of managing a small project, communication 
and relationship building within this cross-cultural space. 
There was also a larger capacity building component built in at the quantitative 
phase of the mixed-methods research. To enable this to be undertaken, additional 
funds were obtained through the Bankwest Research Grants Stream 2014 to employ 
ten local research assistants during the data collection process and for the purchase of 
iPads for data collection. The local research assistants comprised of Yawuru women 
across a whole range of age groups and experience. They include Lyn Yu-Mackay, 
Shiobhan Ryan, Sheridan Jaffrey, Maria Parriman, Kerstin Roe, Athenia Manolis, 
Janice Dean, Talissa Kinley, Alana Slockee and Tina Shadforth. The capacity 
building and training exercises will be detailed further in Chapter 8. 
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A further mutual capability building exercise also occurred through the iterative 
process of bringing other ways of knowing and measuring into the discussion 
alongside Yawuru understandings of mabu liyan. This provided an important 
conversation starter as to how wellbeing has been measured and captured in other 
contexts, and how Yawuru can better inform current measures but also build on 
the way measures are currently constructed and understood in the national and 
international context.
Recognising – di fferent ways of  knowing
Understanding wellbeing requires the use of multiple knowledge systems which 
can capture the complexity and diversity of human experience. However, a further 
layer to the understanding of Indigenous wellbeing lies in the way that wellbeing 
is tied to relationship to country, culture and the broader collective. Starting with 
liyan as the philosophy of how Yawuru relate to, understand and define wellbeing 
provides the first step towards understanding the concept within the substantive 
domain. Through that, the framing of questions around Yawuru ways of knowing, 
being and doing better reflects the cultural specificities of wellbeing within the 
Indigenous context, and can further validate the appropriateness of existing measures 
of Indigenous wellbeing. 
In Chapter 7, the qualitative phase (Phase 1) of the sequential mixed-methods 
process is described. Within the qualitative phase, there are three proposed stages. 
The first stage involved face-to-face semi-structured interviews to conceptualise 
Yawuru’s ideas of a good life and mabu liyan. Narratives from Yawuru women and 
men were analysed in Stage 2 to generate a pool of potential themes and associated 
indicators for Yawuru wellbeing. Stage 3 involved focus group activities to select, 
refine, discuss and validate the indicators generated in Stage 2. The iterative process 
in conceptualising, developing and validating concepts of wellbeing generated 
through the qualitative research strengthened the relevance of the quantitative 
indicators of wellbeing for Yawuru. Convergence was therefore achieved when 
Indigenous notions of wellbeing were accurately and ethically prioritised and 
represented according to their worldviews. Elicitation of wellbeing conceptions and 
development of potential indicators of wellbeing for Yawuru laid the groundwork for 
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the quantitative component in Phase 2. The use of Best-Worst Scaling to determine 
the relative importance of the various dimensions of wellbeing is the focus of 
Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 7
From concept to measures - Yawuru 
case study
Introduction
This chapter will articulate the procedures underpinning the qualitative phase 
(Phase 1) with the aim of determining the objects of value for Yawuru based on 
their own understanding and conceptions of wellbeing, focusing on what brings 
about mabu liyan. More specifically, this chapter will detail the methods used, 
the sampling procedures, data collection and analysis. The themes of Yawuru 
wellbeing arising from local conceptions will also be outlined, with the divergence 
and commonalities across and between individuals highlighted. The information 
set out in this chapter will lay the foundation of Chapter 8, which describes the 
interconnected quantitative phase (Phase 2) of this case study. The process of 
transforming data generated in the qualitative phase for use in the quantitative 
phase will also be described. Additionally, any potential bias arising from the 
procedures, the strengths and challenges associated with the methodology, and its 
respective stages will be discussed. 
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Fig. 7.1. Stages in sequential mixed methods 
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Qualitative phase 
The qualitative phase was primarily concerned with conceptualising and deriving 
wellbeing measures for the Yawuru through participatory approaches. There were 
three stages in this qualitative phase (See Fig. 7.1). The first stage involved face-to-
face semi-structured interviews to elicit Yawuru conceptions of wellbeing. This was 
followed by an analysis of the narratives on wellbeing to generate a pool of potential 
wellbeing indicators and measures for selection in the next stage. Stage 3 involved a 
two-step process, beginning with focus group activities to select relevant indicators 
Table 7.1. Social and demographic characteristic of 
participants in interviews 
Interviews
No. of persons Per cent
Age
18–29 years 2 13.3
30–39 years 3 20.0
40–49 years 2 13.3
50–59 years 4 26.7
60 years and over 4 26.7
Gender
Male 8 53.3
Female 7 46.7
Employment
Full-time employed 10 66.7
Part-time employed 2 13.3
Not in the labour force due to 
ill health
1 6.7
Not in the labour force due to 
studies
-
Retired 2 13.3
Highest education attainment at time of interview
No schooling 1 6.7
Below Year 12 5 33.3
Year 12 4 26.7
Certificate or Diploma 1 6.7
Degree or higher 4 26.7
N 15
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of wellbeing from the pool of available indicators individually. This was then 
followed by focus group discussions and validation of the final listing of indicators at 
the aggregate group level.
Sampling and recruitment 
The participants were sampled using a combination of purposeful sampling and 
snowball sampling based on introductions by the community partner, Eunice Yu, 
as well as from members of the Yawuru community who were present at the initial 
visit to Broome in March 2013. The individuals chosen included Yawuru women 
and men of different age groups to ensure that a balance of males and females as 
well as diversity and experiences across age groups were represented. Some Yawuru 
individuals were living away from Broome but were visiting during the time of 
the interview. Purposeful sampling allows particular sub-groups to be covered to 
facilitate comparison across groups (Patton 1990). Furthermore, in qualitative 
research, individuals and sites are selected purposefully for their diversity of 
experience with the key concept being explored (Creswell and Plano-Clark 2007, 
p112). 
In the focus group sampling, the same individuals who were sampled in the 
semi-structured interviews were invited so that key concepts generated through 
those interviews could be validated. In addition, there was also a general call 
for participation to other Yawuru individuals who might have been interested. 
The invitation to participate in the research was through word-of-mouth and by 
advertising in the Nyamba Buru Yawuru newsletter produced by Yawuru. As a result, 
a potential limitation of the research is that the participants were largely self-selected. 
Given the subjectivity of perceptions of wellbeing, a different group of participants 
might have described wellbeing through an alternative narrative. 
Stage 1: Data collection – interviews 
Semi-structured interviews were chosen for the initial data collection as this provided 
an opportunity for themes to be explored further, whilst allowing each interviewee 
to pursue a particular story or example (Bouma 1996). In-depth interviews also 
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enable clarification of responses and this is particularly useful for the purpose of 
identifying indicators of wellbeing that may reflect the themes that were raised 
during the interviews. 
The interviews, approximately half an hour to one and a half hours in duration, were 
held with 15 Yawuru women and men across different age groups to gain a broad 
range of views. Questions included asking participants to describe what living well 
or feeling well might look like, what contributes to ‘mabu liyan’ (good liyan), and 
whether ‘liyan’ and wellbeing are synonymous. All participants were also asked to fill 
in a brief questionnaire that included basic demographic information about gender, 
education attainment, employment status, marital status and length of time having 
lived in Broome. 
At the beginning of each interview, an information sheet outlining the purpose of 
the research was distributed and discussed verbally with participants. The interviews 
were digitally voice recorded to ensure accuracy in the analysis of the interviews 
as well as providing direct quotations for use in the thesis. Informed consent was 
also obtained from each participant at the beginning of the interviews, including 
permission to use a digital voice recorder. In one interview, where permission was 
not given for an audio recording, hand-written notes were taken. The information 
sheet, the sample consent form and the brief questionnaire are available in 
Appendices 4, 5 and 6.
The age, gender and basic socioeconomic information of the interviewees are 
provided in Table 7.1. The Yawuru women and men who volunteered their time to 
participate in the interviews were mostly employed full-time and slightly more than 
half had Year 12 qualifications or higher.  
Stage 2: Data analysis
Following the interviews, I transcribed the voice recordings and coded the interview 
data into relevant themes. I also used constant comparative analytic methods to 
compare the different interview data by age and gender to identify commonalities 
and differences in views and interpretations. 
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The analysis of the interview data produced quotes and narratives from different 
participants to illustrate how the emerging themes of Yawuru wellbeing were 
identified. The themes that were derived inductively from the data included family, 
community, standard of living, safety, respect, rights and recognition, health, and 
connection to culture and country. All these valued aspects could be described as 
potential functionings or capabilities which, although important in their own right, 
contribute to Yawuru’s experience of mabu liyan. These themes will be elaborated in 
the next section. 
Results
Conceptions of  l iyan  and wel lbeing
Underpinning Yawuru’s wellbeing is the notion of liyan. Liyan is Yawuru’s sense of 
relational wellbeing and is both instrumental to and an outcome of wellbeing. It is 
Yawuru’s philosophy of being in the physical and spiritual sense; of relating to others 
in the family and community; and it is also how one relates and connects to country 
and culture where liyan is derived. The few narratives below highlight the sense of 
liyan both as a feeling and a sense of being:
Liyan has always been there. Like the soul when you are born. (Yawuru 
female 56 years)
It’s [Liyan] not just a description of emotions. It is a state of being. 
It influences not just your day, it influences your life. Liyan for 
country, strong liyan for country, that connectedness, the strength, the 
spirituality. (Yawuru male 49 years).
Most of the participants saw a link between liyan and wellbeing although they are 
not one and the same. Many Yawuru individuals noted that how one’s liyan was 
feeling very much related to one’s interaction with others. It is therefore important 
for the Indigenous and non-Indigenous people that Yawuru individuals interact with 
to understand the importance of liyan to Yawuru wellbeing. 
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Absolutely liyan has to do with a good life. Doesn’t matter where we 
are, and it doesn’t matter even in the non-Indigenous context, if we are 
talking to people, if our liyan is not good, or if we don’t feel right, we 
explain that. (Yawuru female 32 years)
Bad liyan can spread from bad to worse. It might start with two person 
and they bring more people and family get involved. Your liyan is 
connected to other people’s liyan. It catches and it spreads. (Yawuru 
female 70 years)
There was general consensus that liyan is a feeling, not just in one sense but all senses. 
Yawuru derive good liyan from touching, eating, feeling, being and doing, thereby 
affecting all the various senses of wellbeing. 
I get pain in my belly then I know someone is affecting my liyan. I have 
to make that right first before communicating with others. (Yawuru 
female 56 years)
Liyan is the connection between your emotional and spiritual centre 
rolled into one. That spiritual centre is linked to identity and identity is 
linked to kinship, family. Liyan has many components to it such as the 
physical, mental, emotional and spiritual elements. All these elements 
have to be balanced in order to have a good, strong liyan. To many 
Yawuru people, it is a spiritual word. (Yawuru female 34 years)
Family,  ident i ty and relatedness 
A major source of attaining good liyan is family and relatedness. Three aspects of 
family were most notably evident. Firstly, family was seen as a source of support 
and connectedness. Secondly, family gives a person their identity and a sense of 
belonging. A third aspect of family, tying the first two aspects together, are the 
kinship structures which underpin the social and cultural exchanges that serve to 
fulfil a person’s sense of belonging and affirm their identity and place within the 
family. As a Yawuru female articulates: 
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Usually being around family. Being at a family gathering, on country 
with family, at my grandmother’s house with family. Times like that 
make my liyan feel good. When it doesn’t feel good, I resort to those 
things to make it better. (Yawuru female 28 years) 
The capability to achieve healthy family relationships alongside a strong sense of 
identity and wellbeing is influenced by the challenges that the media, technology 
and day-to-day pressures of sustaining a living bring. A significant factor impacting 
on family wellbeing, identity and relatedness is the historical experience of the Stolen 
Generation and assimilation policies. One younger respondent in particular noted:
My grandmother was taken away when she was about four years 
old. She struggled throughout her life with her identity... The 
Stolen Generation worked on her family because I don’t know any 
culture from that area [Murchison area]. I can’t speak the language. 
Thankfully Yawuru stayed strong, connected to Yawuru, connected to 
land. (Yawuru male 30 years) 
The intergenerational implications of the institutions and policies of the colonising 
state continue to manifest today in the descriptions of the social and emotional 
health of the community, and this is echoed by other Aboriginal communities. A few 
of the respondents, both young and old, talked about the resulting grief and trauma 
from historical practices and the need for healing as part of achieving and sustaining 
wellbeing. One participant noted: 
There is a lot of grief in the community. We are suffering the effects of 
it now what happened in the past. […] that hasn’t been dealt with. A 
lot of stuff needs to be worked through about our needs, our feelings 
and how we act, whether we feel happy or sad. (Yawuru male 49 years) 
Some Yawuru interviewees talked about spending time away in cities for education 
and employment. From a capability approach perspective, the importance of family 
for support and maintaining family relationships helped facilitate the individual’s 
ability to convert their valued capability into a functioning and was significant for 
many interviewees: 
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Sometimes you have to leave your country to be educated elsewhere. 
Those who leave Broome in order to do this should feel safe to come 
back to their country for example at funeral time. It is important to 
be welcomed back by your family. You are always going to get Yawuru 
people who flourish elsewhere, but to know that you can always come 
back. (Yawuru female 34 years)
Yawuru individuals, however, demonstrate resourcefulness in their endeavours to 
create and continue to provide that sense of support from the family and community 
to ensure that members of their family and communities have the best possible 
chance and opportunity to achieve their valued aspirations. This Yawuru father 
describes the importance of moving away from Broome to provide his children with 
the opportunities for schooling whilst at the same time perhaps making that trade-
off of his cultural needs during this time:
My two youngest kids going schooling down there (Perth) and I want 
to support my kids, give them a chance whatever they choose to do. 
The only trouble is that one of the journey I am travelling is the cultural 
side of things […] It’s going to be my turn coming up soon. (Yawuru 
male 49 years) 
But he also expressed the loss or trade-offs of not having other valuable aspects 
which matter to him such as knowledge of culture and country during those times 
spent away to pursue other valuable aspirations such as education and employment. 
In particular, in reflection of his time in Perth pursing an education:
There’s always a yearning for more because we have lost a lot in between 
the school years when I had to go to Perth in my teens for six years. I 
used to come back here for holidays so I know I can do the same. Keep 
that connection (Yawuru male 49 years)
There is also support that is created outside the immediate family structure to ensure 
the wellbeing of others in the community is maintained. One female respondent 
talked about the creation of family-like support through the Kimberley Klub down 
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in Perth. Support of this kind provides a sense of home for young Yawuru people 
living away and seeks to ensure their wellbeing is maintained both as receiver and 
the giver:
If you want to compete at the elite level, you have to move. That can be 
hard for a lot of kids. There are a lot of talented people who can only 
go so far —the strong pull, the connection to home, the lifestyle, the 
family support, everything that we have grown up with, that strong 
pull back home […] The Kimberley Klub was set up for that. It is an 
opportunity to keep them connected. We run a few programs through 
the year […] cook food, supply traditional food from back home and 
take it to school. (Yawuru female 32 years) 
Having resources also gives people the choice to pursue the aspects of a good life 
they desire. The example of an elderly Yawuru female is highlighted below:
I am having a good life because I have that choice—whether I can travel 
over to the other side of Australia or I can stay here and see my other 
family or bring them over and we do help to bring them over. I am very 
fortunate to be able to help. (Yawuru female 67 years) 
Country,  culture,  ident i ty and language
Yawuru’s connection to culture and country through the Bugarrigarra is pivotal 
to their enduring wellbeing and central to the maintenance of mabu liyan. The 
practices and beliefs of Yawuru’s connection to culture and country are grounded 
in the Bugarrigarra and guide how people live in balance with the environment and 
the land. The maintenance of traditional practices and language not only fulfils a 
cultural obligation, but it is also part of Yawuru identity and their sense of belonging 
to the land. 
Not dissimilar from other Indigenous groups around the world, the Yawuru 
people describe a deep physical, cultural and spiritual connection to the country 
in which they live and also identify with. Knowing about land and sea, the flora 
and fauna, hunting and fishing, eating bush tucker and seasonal catch, spending 
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time with elders, camping and singing are all examples of connection to culture 
and connection to country for Yawuru women and men. A person’s connection to 
culture and country is described as encompassing the following:
The stories of connection to country are so rich. These are stories that 
have been passed down from one generation to the next. Everything has 
a name—plants, animals, the weather, the landmarks etc. Connection 
to land is at a deeper level with the many spiritual stories that are 
ingrained in the land. So being on country is so important for being 
closer to nature but also your ancestors that have gone before you. 
(Yawuru female 34 years)
Several Yawuru individuals, both younger and older, highlighted the importance of 
being on country not just spiritually but physically as well: 
Part of that connection to country that contributes to liyan is actually 
being physically here not just about speaking the language. Mind you, 
if I am away from Broome and I am finding it difficult, if I see family 
or see something that resembles Broome… that makes me connect… 
remind me… it is still a sense. (Yawuru female 28 years)
It is hard being away. Every time I come home, every holidays, I go 
fishing and when you are away, you even dream about going fishing, 
you miss it. Just having that feeling makes you feel connected. (Yawuru 
male 22 years)
The capability of maintaining good connection to culture and to country was 
affected by a broad range of factors, which in turn affect one’s liyan: 
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To see the landscape cleared from what it previously was…a lot of 
Yawuru people feel…we feel…our liyan no good. Yawuru people and 
the land are intrinsically connected…and wellbeing are intrinsically 
connected. Anything done to the land, it’s like hurting them because of 
that connection to the land. (Yawuru male 41 years) 
The most prominent factor limiting the conversion of the valued functioning 
of maintaining connection to country and culture was the restrictions on access 
resulting from the development of Broome. The growth of Broome town has 
resulted in the zoning off of particular areas where activities related to country and 
culture are carried out, resulting in restricted access to areas of fishing, of hunting 
and for practising traditional culture. This was a common theme often narrated by 
the older participants in the community, reflecting on how things used to be and 
how the restrictions on their capabilities impact on their feelings of liyan: 
In and around Broome, there are a lot of restrictions and that makes me 
have not really good feelings about what’s happening. All the different 
zonings and rules in and around Broome, we can’t practise our way of 
doing things. (Yawuru male 63 years) 
Once upon a time we used to have access to go down to the beach to 
our favourite fishing grounds or camping grounds. But you can’t do it 
anymore. It is blocked off. We are Yawuru people, saltwater people. We 
have fished in this area for hundreds of years. They come along and tell 
you that you are not allowed to throw your net there… (Yawuru female 
70 years)
Juxtaposed against this is the lack of resources, especially state-of-the-art technologies 
which have altered the way in which some of the traditional practices can be and are 
carried out: 
The old jetty… they built a new one, they had to pull the old one and 
that was a favourite fishing spot. Walking distance for many people 
because people didn’t have access to cars ... The law changed and now 
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we have big fishing boats… if you want to catch a decent catch of fish, 
you have to go to Whistle Creek and we don’t all have the state-of-the-
art fishing boats. (Yawuru female 70 years)
Access to resources such as transportation and fishing boats allows for the fulfilment 
of the functioning of participating in hunting and fishing, which is of central 
importance to achieving wellbeing for many Yawuru individuals. Participating in 
fishing and hunting in turn leads to other valuable functionings such as sharing one’s 
catch and kill, and spending time with family and friends: 
My daughter and her partner went fishing the other day and they got 
about 13–14 salmon. And then we say, how do we distribute them? 
It is a cultural thing to catch fish this time of the year and if you are 
successful and you get a few fish, you share it with family and friends. 
So that is an indicator of what I would think is wellbeing. Fishing is not 
just fishing for recreational purposes; it is fishing because it has a social, 
cultural and obligatory dimension to it. (Yawuru male 58 years) 
There are also pressures and influences from living in modern society which affect 
one’s liyan. As a result, connecting to country and culture is one way of making liyan 
strong, a point which was reiterated by all Yawuru interviewed. 
A lot of people get away from others, get away from Western influence 
and go back to country. They get away to find themselves again. There 
were times when I would get away from Perth and come back to 
Broome. I spent some time with family, just came back stronger, found 
myself… got back to my roots. (Yawuru male 30 years) 
An important aspect of Yawuru’s wellbeing is language which ties together culture, 
country and identity.. The role of language in facilitating self-confidence and esteem 
in one’s identity, which in turn helps achieve mabu liyan is captured in the narrative 
by this Yawuru elder:
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Language is the basis of identity, the basis of confidence and culture. 
Language is the singular most important starting point in developing 
resilience. (Yawuru male 58 years)
However, he also noted the importance of structural injustices which can either 
facilitate or hinder wellbeing. The policies which discouraged and in many instances 
forbade the speaking of Indigenous language limited the opportunities and choices 
available to many older Yawuru individuals to achieve their valued functionings of 
knowing the songs, stories and dances, and their ability to pass the knowledge on to 
younger generations: 
It’s to keep our language strong and reinvigorate it for us who were not 
able to learn it properly as kids for whatever reason. We shouldn’t feel 
ashamed of that. We need to say to our people that —it is okay that 
we didn’t learn to speak our language properly. It was a time when we 
were not allowed to speak our language, where it was great pressure on 
us to not speak our language. That shouldn’t stop us from learning our 
language or teaching our children language. (Yawuru male 58 years)
However, the social norms and institutions within which many Yawuru individuals 
now live facilitate the maintenance of their native language, as narrated by this 
Yawuru male:
My kids are more knowledgeable about Yawuru than I am because they 
were given the opportunity… They are learning the language, something 
I didn’t do and I have always regretted. (Yawuru male 53 years)
The setting up of the Yawuru Language Centre and use of the internet and 
newsletters in providing materials for distance learning mean that Yawuru 
individuals who choose to live off-country need not be limited in their opportunities 
to pursue language acquisition: 
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My kids are learning already, the material and resources that has been 
produced. Even though we are living away from home, they can still 
learn and gather all that information. (Yawuru female 32 years).
The older participants talk about the past in a contradictory manner. On the one 
hand, they lived through times where there was significant interference in their 
lives through government policies. Yet, many older interviewees reflected on their 
childhood as a time when they were happy, being with each other, learning about 
country and practising culture. In contrast, the negative impact of discriminatory 
policies on families and loved ones was more notable among younger Yawuru 
women and men. 
We had the best part of the bargain growing up. It was all right. Mainly 
we lived off the land. We’d go fishing whenever we wanted to go. Make 
sure it is the right time for fishing. This weather, the cold weather is the 
best time to go. You can go on the beach. In the hot weather, you go 
reef fishing. You catch blue bone, snappers and all that. You know when 
to go fishing. You grow up and you go here and there. We used to catch 
fish. When we go fishing, we fish until the fish stop biting. The amount 
we catch, it doesn’t go to waste. (Yawuru male 70 years)
Standard of  l iv ing and basic needs
Having the basic necessities as a means of stability and capability to enjoy a good life 
was mentioned by Yawuru males and females. Having an education, both Western 
and cultural, having secure and meaningful work, and having a regular income not 
only ensures stability but is also instrumental in achieving other valued functionings, 
such as autonomy: 
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Others have their own ideas of how to live and we need to enforce our 
way and through education, get into good government areas so that 
they can push those issues and make it balance. (Yawuru male 63 years)
Meaningful and secure work, a functioning on its own, is seen as being instrumental 
to the achievement of the functioning of making a contribution to the society and 
community as highlighted by a young Yawuru female. 
A good life to me would be that I’d also be seen as a contributor to 
society. The real sense of responsibility and being able to get what I 
want through my own means […] Through my work I am able to make 
that contribution. (Yawuru female 28 years)
In that sense, any efforts towards mobilising more employment may need to factor 
in the motivation behind seeking employment beyond a means of financial security. 
However, the difficult balancing act of trying to thrive and survive in both worlds 
was highlighted in the following quote: 
In this day and age, you’ve got that pressure to sustain your culture 
and work. You’ve got to live in two worlds. One now has to survive in 
Western culture to make sure you financially survive working 40-hour 
weeks and then fitting cultural activities on weekends. This is hard. 
(Yawuru female 34 years)
It is clear that Yawuru’s notions of wellbeing are not static, instead changing and 
adapting to the circumstance and age. 
We need to redefine the contemporary settings of our sense of wellbeing. 
It also has to have the normal material kind of issues like health, like 
income, like housing. (Yawuru male 58 years) 
For the younger Yawuru individuals, the valuable functionings around having and 
maintaining a standard of living were evident: 
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Having a good life, I would have all my necessities —I’d have clothing, 
money, a car, probably own my own house. (Yawuru female 28 years)
I have ambitions and dreams. Just ticking my milestones—finishing 
school and going to university. (Yawuru male 22 years) 
There was also an overwhelming consensus that there is a need to balance one’s 
liyan by negotiating pressures from surviving in modern and traditional societies, 
coexisting across multiple identities, pressures, and influences from external factors. 
You have to be western society driven otherwise you get left behind. 
That is a fact. But that also has to go hand in hand with keeping your 
own culture. […] There’s always got to be a balance in everything. Not 
just Indigenous culture. Every culture has that balance thing. If you 
don’t have balance of our culture, heritage, and identity with Western 
society, jobs, money, education, we will get behind, culture will fade 
out. (Yawuru male 30 years)
Rights,  control  and recognit ion 
Having a sense of control and autonomy over one’s life was important. Being able 
to make decisions and having control over one’s environment, family, life, and work 
are seen by participants as basic human rights for Indigenous peoples. The capacity 
to be self-determining was seen as coming from individual conceptions, although 
several interviewees noted the role that native title played in helping facilitate self-
determination and having greater autonomy: 
Native title has been a good thing overall. A lot of people would say 
it’s a bad thing. It has created an environment for these challenges. It 
provides a focus about what the issues are. Native title provided us with 
some leverage with the settlement to do things. (Yawuru male 58 years)
However, the challenge to balance Yawuru needs with that of the broader 
community was noted. 
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We have agreement with state governments and that keeps the pressure 
up to make decisions. We should be part of that. But the other thing is 
that we need to keep our people involved from the different areas and 
make sure they are involved in the process. They need to be consulted 
prior to any decisions. For all Yawuru people, but you still have to have 
respect for groups within, family groups from each of the areas and 
that’s one of the biggest challenges. White man system operating in 
Aboriginal system and it is clashing. We have to find a way to connect 
and move forward. (Yawuru male 49 years) 
Those rights that come from having a connection to country and as traditional 
owners have implications for the perceived role and sense of being for many Yawuru 
men and women. Many times in the narratives, the sense of responsibility to country 
arising from the rights of being a Yawuru person of Yawuru country was mentioned. 
This suggests peoples’ capacity to be self-determining and have autonomy over what 
happens to Yawuru land and sea country is critical to Yawuru’s sense of wellbeing 
and mabu liyan. 
We need to keep the seasons going by looking after the country as best 
we can by communicating it and sharing it with others so that they can 
understand as well why it is important, why we need access to those 
parts of country. (Yawuru male 49 years)
Having a sense of control and autonomy over one’s life was important. Being able to 
make decisions, having control over their environment, family, life and work are part 
of what Yawuru see as basic human rights. 
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Having human rights is fundamental for wellbeing. Rights that were 
denied to our grandparents. We have come so far since then and there 
is still room for improvement. (Yawuru female 34 years) 
Whilst age was correlated with increased autonomy and status in many instances, 
young Yawuru individuals are increasingly being encouraged to participate or have a 
say on Yawuru matters. Several Yawuru men and women mentioned that the ability 
to have a say has changed, with young people feeling they are more likely to seize the 
opportunity to speak and take control:
As a fairly young sort of person, my voice is getting heard. I think you 
are still respectful of your elders, and you would never talk over the 
elder. Elders do know better. (Yawuru male 22 years)
Safety and respect
Respect is a critical theme that emerged from Yawuru women and men. This is both 
showing respect towards others and also being respected by others. As a Yawuru 
female describes, respect is important for self-determination of Indigenous peoples. 
Being respected by other people, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
is a part of self-determination. Getting rid of racism is part of self-
determination. (Yawuru female 34 years)
The importance of being traditional owners and having the responsibility over 
traditional country implies that respect for territory, respect for country, respect for 
other Aboriginal groups’ connection to their land and the need for others to respect 
Yawuru country was evident in the narrative below.
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Respect should be handed down and respect is involved with culture, 
family and kinship. The land provides for you, so you respect the land 
because it looks after you. Country will look after you if you look after 
country. I am not just talking about Yawuru country. I am talking about 
every part of Australia. Where ever I go to someone else’s country, I will 
respect the land because one, it is not mine and two because it’s the 
black fella way. (Yawuru male 30 years). 
Notions of safety were raised by Yawuru participants as being a factor in their 
wellbeing but this was highlighted more for women than for men. Safety as 
understood by Yawuru men and women in the interview was associated mainly with 
feeling safe personally to be who they are but also being safe in their homes and 
community. Several Yawuru men and women associated feelings of safety with family. 
One older Yawuru man describes a childhood experience as being safe because there 
was family around to protect him while he was going about his daily life: 
As a child growing up, using the environment, playing with my friends, 
growing up in Kennedy Hill, making spears and going fishing, interacting 
with luggers in the natural environment… it was a safe environment 
to be in and it was a small environment. You knew everyone and you 
have all your relatives around to protect you, to look after you. (Yawuru 
male 58 years) 
Yawuru women talked about different aspects of safety including physical safety, 
cultural safety and personal safety. 
For me feeling safe would be if I was in a safe area —a healthy area —A 
good life would be about that and that is including my job, my home 
life and my cultural side of things. In a safe place, I know things are not 
going to be removed from me as such. Safe place meaning I have the 
freedom to be myself, to be comfortable in my surroundings and my 
environment. To know my inner mind and inner self is comfortable 
(Yawuru female 54 years) 
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An important point stressed was cultural safety. That includes being able to move 
away from Broome to grow and develop without feeling guilt when they returned to 
community. This was aligned with the theme of family and relatedness in providing 
that safe place of returning home to country and to be welcomed back to country. 
It was also mentioned by a Yawuru female that having a good standard of living 
enables one to look after one’s wellbeing, including escaping the vulnerability of 
experiencing violence. 
I see domestic violence in this town. It doesn’t matter if you are 
Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal [...] If they had their own employment 
or secure income, I think it might be easier to break free from horrible 
relationships. To have the income to look after your own wellbeing and 
your safety. (Yawuru female 34 years) 
The col lect ive community
Some individuals noted that through their work or participation in various activities 
in groups, committees or meetings, they were exercising their rights and doing what 
they could for their families and community. The changing nature of the institutions 
and norms which assist and facilitate self-determination amongst the younger 
Yawuru population was also evident, as noted below: 
The younger ones are acknowledged at a much younger age and the 
good thing that I like about it those younger ones are not shy of talking. 
There would be seven or eight working in the Yawuru Office under the 
age of 21. They are actually working, taking on some responsibility. 
They are having a say of where it goes from here. They are encouraged 
to have a say. (Yawuru male 53 years) 
The importance of the collective and not just the individual is evident in the 
narratives around family and community. An individual’s wellbeing has to be located 
in the broader context that they belong to, as seen in Fig. 3.2 in Chapter 3. Family 
and community are the places in which other valuable functionings can occur or 
be supported. For example, the transmission of knowledge and also fulfilling one’s 
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obligation to country often occurs whilst one is spending time with family and 
friends, fishing, hunting and gathering bush tucker. The definition of community 
for Yawuru, like the concept of family, transcends the physical relation or locality 
and place. Definitions of community are also seen as relationship and group based, 
encompassing not just the Yawuru community but the whole Broome community 
consisting of many other Aboriginal groups and non-Aboriginal family and friends 
(Yap and Yu 2016a). 
Your contribution also contributes to everyone’s wellbeing. (Yawuru 
female 56 years) 
I can see some kids losing that connection with country which is why 
I am moving into my role now which is cultural development. That’s 
where I think I need to be. I am passionate about it. I was doing it even 
before I started at Yawuru Office. (Yawuru male 30 years)
During the interviews, many Yawuru cited the importance of contributing to 
community as enhancing their wellbeing. The contribution to community was more 
often through formal and informal employment, and also more broadly in terms of 
enhancing the liveability and multicultural fabric of Broome. 
The historical experience of Broome and the interaction between the many 
Aboriginal language groups and pearl divers from various other countries have 
implications around the sense of identity. As this Yawuru male narrates, the need to 
strike a balance across two and sometimes even four different types of background, 
influence and upbringing is not unusual for Yawuru individuals: 
You have to find your identity where you feel comfortable. Learning 
two sides, maybe three or four in some instances. We have some Asian 
background as well as Aboriginal and European. Spirituality is the other 
side of things and influence from Catholic and Christian upbringing. 
(Yawuru male 49 years)
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Health and wel lbeing
Not surprisingly, good health is a key component of what makes a good life. Ideas 
of wellbeing in some instances were described synonymously with different aspects 
of health. This is health in a holistic sense which encompasses physical, mental, 
emotional and spiritual dimensions, and is in line with the definition of health 
provided by the National Aboriginal Health Strategy (1989).23 
The association between physical, mental and spiritual health was noted by several 
respondents. In the interviews, Yawuru men and women linked the different aspects 
of health together and also linked health to the broader sense of wellbeing.
If you are emotionally and spiritually not right, that has an impact on 
your physical health which includes your immune system. If you have 
chronic stress, that has an impact on your blood sugar levels and your 
body’s ability to fight infections. One’s health is not just the physical 
wellbeing but also must include one’s mental and spiritual wellbeing. 
You can’t treat one part without treating the ‘whole person’ i.e. holistic 
health. (Yawuru female 34 years)
The capacity to achieve good health was enhanced by the presence of connection 
to culture and country. Country was often described being the source of medicine, 
nutrition and learning. For example, a Yawuru female noted the following:
Your mother earth that provides for you. They provide you with 
education, they give you medicine and they give you food. (Yawuru 
female 54 years) 
The interviews highlighted concerns that some Yawuru had with the changes in the 
community from increasing population, the introduction of technology and the 
challenges this may pose for sustaining Yawuru’s ways of being and living. 
23. The National Aboriginal Health Strategy defines health as not just the physical well-being of 
an individual but refers to the social, emotional and cultural well-being of the whole Community 
in which each individual is able to achieve their full potential as a human being, thereby bringing 
about the total well-being of their Community (NAHSWP 1989).
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We didn’t grow up in a world of computer games and TV. We had to go 
outdoors and play and the bush was our playground. We would spend 
the whole school holiday in Town Beach swimming in mangroves and 
hunting and fishing from old jetty and new jetty. Growing up with that 
lifestyle had shaped me a lot. Going out with a bottle of water, box of 
matches and learning to build spear and eat fish and still do. I have an 
8-year-old son now. I need to instil in him. This is what we have done. 
This is part of you. I feel saddened by the loss of culture. NBY programs 
on language and fieldtrips to take the young on country to try and 
embed those back. (Yawuru male 41 years)
Feel ing wel l  and values to guide l iv ing wel l
Other themes that emerged from the interviews include the principles and values 
that guide a person on how they should be well and live well. These include values 
such as being kind and caring, being honest and responsible, and living within 
your means. Other factors such as the importance of not being complacent and 
always setting and raising the bar for Yawuru were also noted as being important for 
Yawuru’s collective sense of wellbeing. Being self-sustaining in a financial sense and 
not relying on government funding was also an important factor
Another aspect of wellbeing is the state of one’s being and feelings. Many Yawuru 
individuals talked about feeling happy as being an important measure of wellbeing, 
whereas feelings of jealousy and anger were the expressions of low or lack of 
wellbeing. Several Yawuru individuals also noted the importance of having strong 
role models and the role that these roles models have played in ensuring Yawuru’s 
collective wellbeing. By the same token, the right to and importance of having 
information, equity and access to opportunities was important for the whole 
community to flourish. 
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Discussions from Stage 1 
Socio-histor ical  context for  achieving mabu l iyan
The literature makes a strong argument that wellbeing experience and conceptions 
are shaped and moulded by the social, cultural and historical circumstances that 
individuals are embedded within. The narratives by Yawuru provide evidence of 
socio-historical circumstances being a significant aspect of the evaluative space 
for achieving wellbeing from Yawuru perspectives. The themes discussed in this 
chapter needs to be contextualised against the broader circumstances facing Yawuru. 
A further examination of the themes reveal, at some broader level, concepts of 
relatedness, security, balance, spirituality, the collective and context. 
Relatedness or connectedness is a strong foundation for Yawuru wellbeing. This has 
been highlighted in the literature by various authors (Adelson 2009; McCubbin 
et al. 2013; Watene 2016b) and is supported by the findings of this thesis. In the 
narrowest sense, relatedness could be seen as having a partner or having support 
from family and friends. However, the stories in this chapter alongside the literature 
on Indigenous wellbeing highlight the relational wellbeing of Indigenous peoples to 
their country and culture, the reciprocity of that relatedness and how it is shaped by 
the Bugarrigarra and with that the obligations and responsibilities as Yawuru. 
How one relates and connects to country and culture is expressed through one’s 
fulfilment of obligation to family, community and country. This manifests itself 
through the practice of traditional culture, the transmission of knowledge, and from 
that mutual reciprocity and obligation to a kinship system which extends beyond 
the immediate family. In addition, relatedness extends beyond physical relatedness 
to embrace spiritual relatedness. As the narratives from earlier sections of the chapter 
highlight, connectedness transcends temporal and spatial boundaries and is felt with 
ancestors who have gone before them and those who will come in the future through 
the practice of culture, traditional hunting and fishing activities. 
A strong sense of connection means that interruptions and interferences to country 
are often seen and described by Yawuru individuals as not only affecting them 
physically but also spiritually, thereby contributing to the loss of mabu liyan. It is 
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important here to note that the relatedness is not just something that one fulfils 
when one feels like it. For many Yawuru women and men, the relatedness to country 
is an obligation, a responsibility that must be taken and fulfilled. 
Another key concept of wellbeing is the importance of security. This is not purely 
security in the physical sense of feeling safe at home and in the community, feeling 
respected and not feeling discriminated against. The stories and themes generated 
indicate that security in the material sense of having a good standard of living, 
having meaningful work and appropriate housing are key elements of wellbeing 
for Yawuru, as is having good health. A vital component of security comes from 
the being confident in one’s identity and one’s history. That is, the narratives from 
Yawuru women and men point to the importance of knowing one’s identity, one’s 
skin group and family, and knowing one’s language, which in turn results in a sense 
of achieving wellbeing. 
Balance is a key element for Indigenous peoples and their wellbeing. This is not 
balance just in the sense of work and life balance, but also the balance of life and 
the fulfilment of one’s cultural obligation. The importance of balance is also about 
one’s feelings and spiritual centre, which consist of not only the body and the 
mind but the spirit, whereby health and wellbeing are seen as being interconnected 
consisting of cultural, spiritual, physical and emotional wellbeing. Mabu liyan is in 
essence a balance of all the emotions and is achieved when one is in balance with 
one’s self, one’s relationship with others and one’s relationship to country. When 
asked to describe or name a time when mabu liyan was felt and expressed, it was not 
uncommon to present ‘sorry business’ as a time when liyan is low yet liyan felt good 
because family was around during a difficult period.24 Liyan therefore is not always 
about feeling happy but it is about finding that balance in feelings and negotiating 
the spiritual centre of positive and negative events. Continuing the theme of balance 
is also the sustainability of country, culture and one’s life. There is no disconnect 
between the past, present and future. The stories from Yawuru women and men 
demonstrate how Yawuru face and negotiate the various pressures of development 
and modernity whilst trying to maintain their way of living, being and doing as 
handed down by the Bugarrigarra. 
24. ‘Sorry business’ refers to protocols and practices associated with death and mourning. 
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The importance of autonomy and choice is a central theme in Indigenous wellbeing 
and Yawuru conceptions of wellbeing. The presence of government institutions 
and policies in the lives of Indigenous peoples and Yawuru women and men both 
historically and during present times has important implications for how wellbeing 
is achieved. In particular, the native title process which has now given Yawuru a 
voice at the table was highlighted, as was the Stolen Generation experience. Finally, 
the wellbeing of Yawuru women and men is inextricably tied to the wellbeing of the 
broader collective of their family and community. This is true of many Indigenous 
groups and also non-Indigenous communities worldwide (McCubbin et al 2013). 
There are however tensions which arise from achieving one’s wellbeing whilst also 
ensuring that the wellbeing of the collective is maintained.
On the whole, the themes and broader concepts developed iteratively through this 
phase confirm the key themes in the literature on Indigenous wellbeing. From a 
gender perspective, most of these elements were all cited by males and females. 
Yawuru females tended to talk about the difficulties of maintaining the balance of 
work and family, which echoes the sentiments of women more generally in terms of 
their highly gendered roles. Yawuru men tended to talk about balance in terms of 
economic development and cultural maintenance and how balance can be achieved 
through Yawuru input during negotiations and representation. 
Younger Yawuru men and women talked about the contemporary aspects of 
wellbeing such as employment and education, in particular those who have spent 
time down in Perth, the capital city of Western Australia obtaining a university 
education. However, there was also an intention to return to community to 
contribute, suggesting that the pursuits of mainstream indicators of wellbeing are 
not solely for the purpose of individual benefit but even more so for the betterment 
of the Yawuru community. Several Yawuru individuals returned home to work as 
health professionals and at the operations arm of the Yawuru Prescribed Body and in 
various service provision organisations. 
Whilst the issue of safety was brought up by Yawuru women, this was not something 
that was mentioned by the men. Security in terms of having your own means to 
survive was also mentioned as being a protective factor in escaping domestic violence 
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for all women. Yawuru females tended to reflect on the issue of safety in the broadest 
sense of being safe physically, at work, and culturally, but Yawuru men did not 
necessarily raise their concerns around safety. 
Wellbeing as a contextual and cultural construction is very evident throughout the 
narratives in this chapter. Both Yawuru women and men, young and old, talked 
about the historical experience of colonisation as a lasting legacy. During a time of 
the White Australia Policy and the disenfranchisement of many Aboriginal groups, 
older Yawuru women and men talked fondly of the interaction with the pearling 
communities from around the world and the bonds and mateship that developed. 
Younger Yawuru women and men, having experienced in some sense the flow-on 
impacts of this colonisation process, tended to express the intergenerational grief and 
trauma that is being felt today by the community and family members. 
The importance of context is also evident through discussions of native title and 
how that has given Yawuru some leverage to make decisions over their country and 
thereby exercise self-determination. Native title and its impacts are seen as both 
an opportunity but also a challenge, especially in a town that has been built with 
facilities and services but, until recently, Yawuru had no input.
Table 7.2. Bottom-up approach of deriving sample valuable indicators or functionings 
Theme Interview excerpt Valuable functionings 
(indicators)
Connection to 
country
If you are successful in catching fish, then 
you share it with your family and friends. 
Give both sides of your family...
Sharing your catch or kill with 
family and friends
Yawuru used to get blood cockle…we are 
saltwater people and we hunt from the sea. 
The cockles have disappeared now. People 
feel very low from a wellbeing perspective 
that this cockle has gone…our liyan no good 
when we see that
Quality and quantity of catch 
and kill
In and around Broome, there are a lot of 
restrictions and that makes me have not 
really good feelings. All the different zoning 
and rules in and around Broome, we can’t 
practise our way of doing things
Having access to county and 
sea to hunt and fish 
Having access to country to 
practice traditional culture
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Table 7.3. Examples of valuable functionings (indicators) for Yawuru women and men
Themes Potential valuable functionings (indicators)
Family, identity and relatedness Sharing your fish or kill with family and friends
Receiving fish or kill from family and friends
Seeing and spending time with family
Providing support to family and friends
Community Participating in community cultural events 
Being able to have a say or have control over what 
happens in my community 
Connection to country Knowing the seasons and habitats
Quality and quantity of catch and kill
Eating bush tucker, eating fish that was caught in 
season and meat that was hunted in season
Connection to culture Speaking and understanding the Yawuru language
Participation in law and ceremonies
Sharing of Yawuru culture with other Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people
Safety and Respect Feeling respected and showing respect to Indigenous 
groups in my community
Feeling respected and showing respect to family and 
friends
Feeling safe in the community
Standard of living Adequate housing conditions 
Having a secure income stream including a diversity of 
sources of income
Having a meaningful and secure job
Having an education
Rights and recognition Environment free from pollutants and hazards
Feel recognised and proud to be native title holder
Having access to fishing and hunting spots to hunt and 
fish
Free from discrimination 
Health Healthy body to enjoy life
Minimise ill health from too much alcohol or drugs
Having sufficient nutritional intake from meat, vegetables, 
fruits and fish
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From the perspective of Aboriginal spirituality, the impact of the church and 
missions in terms of education and the role of religion were articulated, especially 
amongst the women. It was not uncommon for many Yawuru women and men to 
have spent time away from Broome for education. Similarly during sorry time the 
practices of Aboriginal funeral protocols are very much carried out in parallel with 
church services and arrangements. 
A bottom-up and iterative process of co-creating 
knowledge
From Yawuru stor ies to potent ial  indicators
The quotes and narratives from Yawuru women and men served to both generate 
the themes outlined in the previous section and also a potential pool of indicators. 
Through analysis of the depth and breadth of wellbeing conceptions from Yawuru 
women and men, I generated a total of 108 potential indicators covering various 
aspects of wellbeing and mabu liyan highlighted during the interview process. The 
indicators ranged from individual- to community-level types of indicators, and 
from description of feelings to actions and the principles and values of leading a 
good life. The bottom-up way in which the sample of indicators emerged is a critical 
element in the process of conceptualising and measuring Yawuru wellbeing to ensure 
‘relevance’. The indicators available for selection in the focus group exercises were 
grounded by Yawuru narratives and stories in conceptualising their wellbeing (See 
Table 7.2). 
Stage 3: Focus group exercises and validation
The valued aspects of wellbeing for Yawuru, as we have seen, fall within the broad 
themes of family, connection to country, connection to culture, community, health, 
standard of living, safety and respect, and rights and recognition. These aspects 
could be seen as valuable functionings within the capability approach or considered 
as indicators of wellbeing in the Yawuru Wellbeing Framework. These potential 
indicators were the foundation of the selection and validation focus group exercises 
in Stage 3 (See Table 7.3). 
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A total of 26 Yawuru women and men participated in the focus group exercise 
and discussion over two sessions (10 males and 16 females). In the first session, 
Yawuru women and men were given a pile of cards individually consisting of the 
108 potential indicators and asked to place the indicators into physical boxes 
(which were labelled with theme names) which they felt most accurately reflected 
the various indicators. These boxes represented the broad themes generated from 
the interview transcription analysis. It is very important to note that during the 
focus group discussions, an initial query raised was the origin of the indicators for 
selection in the focus group exercises. While the indicators generation process was 
primarily undertaken by me based on the semi-structured interviews, the ability to 
trace the genealogy of the indicators to the stories shared by Yawuru women and 
men to the Yawuru focus group participants was critical to the success of the focus 
group activities and the acceptance of these indicators. The information sheet and 
sample consent forms are available at Appendix 7 and 8. 
Participants were encouraged only to select those indicators which were meaningful 
to them and represented their own wellbeing. As a result, there were some indicators 
which all 26 participants selected for inclusion, as opposed to other indicators 
Table 7.4. Example of bottom-up process of deriving valuable functionings or 
indicators
Theme Interview excerpt Valuable functionings 
(indicators)
Selected/Not 
Selected
Connection 
to country
If you are successful in catching 
fish, then you share it with your 
family and friends. Give both sides 
of your family...
Sharing your catch 
or kill with family and 
friends
Picked by Yawuru 
women 
Picked by Yawuru 
men
Yawuru used to get blood cockle…
we are saltwater people and we 
hunt from the sea. The cockles 
have disappeared now. People 
feel very low from a wellbeing 
perspective that this cockle has 
gone…our liyan no good when we 
see that
Quality and quantity of 
catch and kill
Picked by Yawuru 
women  
Picked by Yawuru 
men
In and around Broome, there are 
a lot of restrictions and that makes 
me have not really good feelings. 
All the different zoning and rules 
in and around Broome, we can’t 
practice our way of doing things 
Having access to 
country and sea to hunt 
and fish
Having access to 
country to practice 
traditional culture
Picked by Yawuru 
women  
Picked by Yawuru 
men
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Table 7.5. Indicators by the domains selected by Yawuru female focus group 
participants
Indicator
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Participation in sorry business ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Having a balanced spiritual centre 
and knowing how to return to 
balance when things are rough
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Knowing family will welcome your 
visit no matter where they live
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Having and receiving support from 
friends and community
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Sitting around the campfire and 
singing
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Able to visit family living away ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Participating in physical activities 
like gardening, sports, exercise 
and recreation
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Feel respected by and show 
respect to Indigenous groups in 
my community
∆ ∆ ∆
Healthy body to enjoy life – 
perceive own health as good
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Able to buy items for enjoyment 
(movies, holidays, treats, gifts, 
eating out, nice clothes)
∆ ∆ ∆
Yap 235
Table 7.6. Indicators by the domains selected by Yawuru male focus group 
participants
Indicator
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Participation in song, dance, 
story-telling and painting
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Everyone in community feels pride 
and sense of belonging
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Elders and young people 
spending time on country fishing 
and hunting
∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Feeling happy ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Have a secure or constant income ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆ ∆
Able to have free or spare time for 
enjoyment or relaxation
∆ ∆ ∆
Free from disability that prevents 
you from participating in cultural 
activities, work, studies and 
community
∆ ∆
Free from chronic conditions that 
prevent you from participating in 
cultural activities, work, studies 
and community
∆ ∆
Adequate housing conditions 
with water, electricity and proper 
sewerage
∆ ∆
Able to pay for basic costs of 
living (bills, groceries, rent)
∆
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which only some or a few participants may have selected. Individuals were also 
encouraged to create new thematic boxes as they saw fit, and merge or separate boxes 
accordingly. Where necessarily, participants were also encouraged to redefine or 
rewrite existing indicators to better capture their aspirations. The importance of the 
collective sense of Yawuru wellbeing was evident when some individuals noted that 
while not all the indicators were important to them personally, if the indicators were 
meant to inform a broader Yawuru Wellbeing Framework for the collective, those 
indicators should be selected. 
This activity functioned as an ice-breaker to the next phase and allowed for the 
indicators to be tabulated according to the frequencies with which they were 
selected individually and appeared in the relevant thematic boxes. The tabulated 
indicators provided an initial list of important indicators for discussion, review, 
and clarification to gain more information around their meaning and relevance in 
representing Yawuru wellbeing (See Table 7.4). 
Initially, it was assumed that the selection of indicators would occur such that each 
indicator would fall into one thematic box discretely. However, the participants 
raised a concern that many of these indicators fell into more than one box and were 
interrelated. As a result, the participants then set out to write down the thematic 
boxes to which a particular indicator belonged. This resulted in the findings in 
Table 7.5 and Table 7.6, which demonstrate the various themes in which the top 
indicators fell.
The chosen indicators were then tabulated for the group as a whole by women and 
men across the thematic boxes. The indicators that were most selected by were listed 
for discussion in the validation stage so that a group consensus could be achieved at 
the separate male and female focus groups. 
The focus group participants from the first session were invited back for a two-
hour discussion session which formed the third stage of the qualitative phase. At 
these discussion sessions, the most frequently picked indicators were presented so 
that participants could collectively validate if the listing of indicators under the 
various themes reflected their selection process in the previous focus group sessions. 
During this time, the female and male focus groups discussed, refined and finalised 
the indicators, which resulted in the construction of gender-specific Yawuru 
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Wellbeing Frameworks for females and for males, respectively. The two-stage process 
whereby selection of indicators was done at the individual level, but indicators were 
aggregated and validated during group discussions, allowed for both individual 
expressions of wellbeing as well as consensus at the collective level, to enable the 
broader wellbeing framework for Yawuru to be realised.
As part of Stage 3, Yawuru women and men also engaged in a broader discussion 
about the chosen indicators. This presented an opportunity to include other 
indicators which may have been important but did not receive the highest 
frequencies once the indicators were aggregated at the group level. Participants were 
also asked to discuss if themes should be merged or separated out and to constantly 
refine the language of the indicators to better reflect the meaning behind them. The 
focus groups were co-facilitated between a local Yawuru woman, man and myself 
where appropriate to ensure both cultural and gender sensitivity. 
There was an extensive discussion on the selection of indicators and also the 
refining of the wording of indicators. For example, as part of the women’s session, 
‘participation in initiation and other ceremonies’ was changed to ‘participation 
in nurlu and other ceremonies’ to represent Yawuru cultural practices. Another 
example of the participants making the indicators more relevant to the respective 
thematic boxes was the addition of the indicator ‘Elders and young people sharing 
cultural stories’ which was distinct from ‘Elders and young people sharing stories/
yarns’. One focus group participant noted that sharing stories or yarns could fall 
under the theme of ‘Community’ whereas sharing cultural stories would more 
appropriately fall within the ‘Connection to culture and country’ theme. Yawuru 
women also amended their framework to make ‘mabu liyan’ the overarching aim of 
all the various indicators. Another refinement of the work was the change from ‘Feel 
respected by family and community’ to ‘Be respected by family and community’. 
One of the Yawuru females noted that as a public framework, the indicators should 
not be just about feeling respected, as being respected is a basic human right. 
The draft Yawuru Wellbeing Frameworks for males and females in Appendix 9 are a 
result of the first three phases of field work undertaken in 2013. There was general 
agreement amongst the participants that many of the indicators and associated 
themes are interwoven together. However, it is clear that some aspects of wellbeing 
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cut across several, if not most, of the thematic boundaries, so policies or programs 
put in place to meet those aspects may have greater impact on the ground to 
improve Yawuru wellbeing. 
Table 7.5 and Table 7.6 provide examples of indicators by both males and females, 
and the domains which they fell under, noting that in some instances the indicators 
fell across multiple domains.       
Table 7.7. Grounded and community-driven approach to deriving measures of 
wellbeing
Themes Examples of interview 
excerpts
Indicators/Valuable 
Functionings
Survey Question
Connection 
to country
I try and get back into 
country in the afternoons. 
I go back and I sit down 
on the rocks, get out on 
country and go fishing 
and that makes my liyan 
feel good
Fishing and hunting In the last 12 months, how 
often did you fish or hunt?
Eating fresh salmon is a 
ritual
Eating bush tucker, fish 
that was caught in season 
(being nourished)
In the last 12 months, did 
you eat traditional food? 
(Catch, kill or bushfood)
If you are successful in 
catching fish, then you 
share it with your family 
and friends. Give both 
sides of your family, 
friends or relatives, split 
it up
Sharing fish and kill with 
family and friends
In the last month, did 
you share fish, catch or 
bushfood with family and 
other members of the 
community? 
In the last month, did 
you receive fish, catch 
or bushfood from family 
and other members of the 
community?
Once upon a time, we 
used to have access to 
go down to our favourite 
fishing spots. But you 
can’t do it anymore, it is 
blocked off
Access to fishing spots Do you feel able to access 
your land and sea country 
to hunt and fish?
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Moving to the quantitative phase: Mapping of 
indicators to survey instrument 
The indicators developed, selected and discussed during Phase 1 of the sequential 
mixed-methods process form the basis of the Yawuru Wellbeing Framework, which 
in turn guided the development of the Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 2015, which is the 
quantitative phase of the research. Table 7.7 builds on Table 7.4 by characterising 
the way in which indicators were mapped into potential survey questions after being 
selected and validated through the focus group discussions.
As much as possible, all aspects that were important to the conception of wellbeing 
by Yawuru were mapped across to survey questions in the development of the survey 
instrument. Where questions were readily available in other surveys, those questions 
were adapted for use in the quantitative phase of the research. In instances where 
questions were not available, new questions were created. 
This chapter of the thesis argues that the process by which development of indicators 
occurs is fundamental. The interaction between Yawuru women and men in the 
research process enabled indicators to be refined and validated individually and 
collectively. The grounding of Yawuru voices in the construction of the indicators 
and the process of decision making in selection of indicators created a sense of 
‘ownership’ in the process and in the resulting Yawuru Wellbeing Framework. The 
Yawuru Guidance and Reference Committee further ensured that the information 
generated through the research reflected Yawuru values and aspirations.
Knowing that the indicators were founded in the interview excerpts from Yawuru 
women and men in Stage 1 was the foundation for co-production of knowledge. 
It also enabled the overlaps across themes to be investigated, in particular the 
identification of indicators which are truly seen as cutting across many of the 
themes, compared to others which are more unidimensional.
The indicators generated through this process also provided the pool of potential 
attributes for the Best-Worst Scaling procedure, which attempts to derive weights for 
the various dimensions of wellbeing for Yawuru. That is the focus of discussion in 
Chapter 8. 
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Chapter 8: Whose priorities?
Best-worst scaling as a way to elicit 
priorities and determine weights
Introduction
In constructing a composite index of wellbeing, an important consideration is the 
setting of weights for the various dimensions. Louviere et al. (2013, p903) suggest 
weights can be a measure of the amount of focus that is given to a particular 
dimension. It can also be a measure of the statistical impact that a dimension has 
for a particular task or situation. The weights assigned to different dimensions of 
wellbeing potentially inform the allocation of public resources and priority setting 
(McGregor et al. 2015, p11). 
In Chapter 5, the choice of weighting methodologies had implications for the 
ranking of Indigenous males and females in the respective Australian Indigenous 
regions across a set of measures using the GRIFIA (Expanded). The different 
methods of weighting reflected different underlying assumptions and values as 
to what wellbeing constitutes. In analysing Indigenous subjective wellbeing and 
Indigenous social and emotional wellbeing, the various statistical associations 
and the dependent variable of interest provided an indication of the magnitude 
of those associations. Just as the selection of dimensions requires transparency 
and deliberation, so does the setting of weights, given that weights ideally should 
reflect what matters to people (Anand and Sen 1997; Decancq and Lugo 2013; 
Takeuchi 2014). 
UNDRIP articles assert that indigenous peoples have the right to participate in 
the processes that impact on their lives. This right to participate extends to setting 
their own priorities for achieving and maintaining their wellbeing. The previous 
chapter argued for the use of a participatory sequential mixed-methods approach to 
conceptualise and measure wellbeing for the Yawuru in Broome. Similarly, the self-
determination argument extends to the importance of informing the weighting of 
measures using participant voices on the ground. 
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This chapter takes the participatory process further through the innovative use of 
Best-Worst Scaling (BWS), a subset of the Discrete Choice Experiment (DCE) 
family to determine the relative importance of the various aspects of wellbeing 
for Yawuru. The use of BWS aims to incorporate the Yawuru priorities into the 
measures by eliciting their views on the importance of these various dimensions to 
their sense of wellbeing. This chapter describes Phase 2 of the sequential mixed-
methods approach outlined in Chapter 6 and Chapter 7 describing the processes 
entailed in Stages 4, 5 and 6. There are two components related to the quantitative 
phase—the 2015 Yawuru Wellbeing Survey and embedded within that the BWS 
exercise. However, this chapter will primarily focus on the BWS component as a way 
in which weights and priorities are determined from the community. 
This chapter begins with a brief introduction of DCE and BWS. This is followed 
by an outline and description of the various steps taken towards designing and 
conducting a BWS experiment. They include aspects such as design, survey 
instrument, attribute or indicator selection, and analysis undertaken. Finally, the 
data collection and results are presented with a discussion of the implications. 
Discrete Choice Experiment and Best-Worst Scaling
Discrete Choice Experiment (DCE) is a statistical method of evaluating the relative 
importance or contribution that various attributes make to the utility maximisation 
of the individual (Louviere et al. 2000; Hensher et al. 2005; Louviere et al. 2015). 
For some time now, scholars have used stated preference methods to elicit weights 
for use in measures representing quality of life and health states (Coast et al. 2008; 
Benjamin et al. 2014; Lorgelly et al. 2015). In the United Kingdom, researchers 
have applied DCE to determine the weights for the Index of Multiple Deprivation 
(IMD) and found that the weights derived from the DCE were different from 
the weights used in the IMD by the UK government and Office of the National 
Statistics (Watson et al. 2008). 
Best-Worst Scaling (BWS) is a subset of the discrete choice methodologies aimed 
at eliciting ranking or importance. BWS was first introduced in 1992 by Finn and 
Louviere (1992) to investigate public concerns about key political and social issues 
in Canada. Since the theoretical and statistical properties of BWS were established 
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by Marley and Louviere (2005), the usage of BWS has increased. BWS has grown in 
popularity partly as it is relatively easy for all population groups including children 
and older people to undertake (Flynn 2010; Ratcliffe et al. 2016). In a survey of the 
literature, Muhlbacher et al. (2016) noted the substantial increase in the number of 
papers utilising BWS since 2007, in particular in health research (Cheung et al. 2016). 
BWS has been used in health research, consumer and market research to 
determine patient and customer preferences for product attributes (Finn and 
Louviere 1992; Flynn et al. 2007; Casini et al. 2009; Cohen 2009; Goodman 
2009; Louviere and Flynn 2010; Potoglou et al. 2011). It has also been used 
to elicit values and beliefs (Auger et al. 2007; Lee et al. 2007; Lee et al. 2008). 
Within the health and quality of life space, there have been several innovative uses 
of BWS to derive importance or marginal utilities for quality of life and wellbeing 
measures (Coast et al. 2008; Flynn and Huynh 2015; Ratcliffe et al. 2016). (Coast 
et al. 2008) provided the first application of the capability approach within health 
by incorporating aspects of wellbeing such as attachment, security, enjoyment, 
stability and autonomy. The application was also the first use of BWS to determine 
capability values for the ICEPOP Capability Index (ICECAP) for older people in 
the UK. The ICECAP was further developed and used in Australia (Grewal et al. 
2006; Al-Janabi et al. 2012). At the other end of the age spectrum, BWS has also 
been used to contrast adult and adolescent values for the Child Health Utility–9D 
(CHU9D), a preference based measure of health-related quality of life for children 
and adolescents (Ratcliffe et al. 2016). 
The Random Uti l i ty  Theory 
The Random Utility Theory (RUT) underpins the BWS process and is based on the 
premise that the utility individual i derives for each of the q choices in a choice set h 
can be decomposed into two components – a deterministic (observed)  and  
(unobserved and stochastic) also known as the random error (See Eq 6) (Thurstone 
1927).
Yap244
RUT was originally conceived as pairwise comparisons, with the conduct of pairwise 
comparisons becoming increasingly large as the number of objects increases (Cohen 
2009). The RUT assumes that an individual’s relative preference for an object, A, 
over another, B is a function of the relative frequency in which A is chosen over B.
The probability that the individual chooses A over B can be expressed as:
The probability can be modelled as the following equation:
BWS models can be seen as an extension of paired comparisons (Thurstone 1927; 
Louviere et al. 2015). BWS is a technique that requires the respondent to pick the 
best and worst choices from a choice set that generally consists of three or more 
items for selection. These items can be in the form of statements, photographs, 
people or policies (Louviere and Flynn 2010). The terms ‘best’ and ‘worst’ can be 
replaced with items at the end of a continuum like ‘most’ and ‘least’ important. 
BWS overcomes many of the deficiencies of conventional rating scales and is often 
used as a replacement or complement to ranking processes such as the Likert Scale. 
When presented with a series of statements on wellbeing to elicit their relative 
importance, it is not inconceivable that an individual will judge all the statements as 
being important. In a BWS exercise, an individual has to select only one statement 
that is most important and one statement that is least important. Therefore, BWS 
has the benefit of coercing respondents to be more discriminating in their choices. It 
also has the advantage of avoiding scale bias and providing discrimination between 
items (Finn and Louviere 1992; Marti 2012). The potential response biases that may 
occur in rating scales—such as social desirability bias, acquiescence bias and extreme 
response bias—are reduced through the application of BWS (Lee et al. 2007).25 
25. Social desirability bias is defined as the tendency to give answers which make the respondent 
look good (Paulhus 1991). Acquiescence bias is bias arising from the tendency to agree with 
survey items irrespective of the respondent’s true preference. Extreme response bias implies that 
respondents tend to select end-points of the scale when answering the questions (Baron-Epel et al. 
2010).
Yap 245
There are two psychological decision making models underpinning the BWS 
estimation (Louviere et al. 2015). The first assumes a sequential process whereby the 
individual first chooses the ‘best’ or ‘most’ important object in a choice set. This is 
then followed by a selection of the ‘worst’ or ‘least’ from the remaining options in 
the choice set. Alternatively, an individual could first select the least preferred option 
followed by the most preferred. 
The second decision making process assumes a ‘maxdiff’ process whereby the 
individual first considers all possible pairs in the choice set and selects the pair with 
the maximum differences. In a choice set with K items, there are K(K-1) possible 
most/least pair combinations. For a choice set with 5 objects, there are 20 possible 
pairs to be chosen. The maxdiff process assumes that an individual compares all the 
possible pairs and chooses the pair with the greatest distance in characteristics of 
most preferred or least preferred. 
Types of  BWS
There are three types of BWS models, ranging in complexity in terms of the 
number of items included and whether the items are multi-level. The ‘Object 
Case’ or Case 1 is the most fundamental of the three BWS models. Researchers 
working with Case 1 BWS models are interested in measuring a set of objects, 
items, statements, attributes, or product features or a public policy issue on a 
latent subjective scale (Finn and Louviere 1992; Louviere et al. 2015). Case 1 can 
be used to measure things typically measured with rating scales or using paired 
comparisons (Louviere et al. 2015).
Case 2, also known as the profile case, requires the individual to evaluate levels 
within the different attributes and objects. Finally, in Case 3, the individuals are 
offered a sequence of choice sets containing three or more profiles for selection 
(Louviere et al. 2015). As an example, consider wellbeing as the underlying latent 
variable of interest. In Case 1, individuals are asked to prioritise which domains of 
wellbeing are most and least important. In Case 2, individuals are asked to select 
within the domains. In a health domain, the individual may be prioritising between 
access to health, outcomes of health and resources required. In Case 3, individuals 
consider the trade-off between domains and within domains to select the most and 
least important aspect. These examples are illustrated below. 
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Case 1 
Most  
Important
Wellbeing 
Objects
Least  
Important
x Health
Standard of living x
Social capital
Case 2 
Most  
Important
Wellbeing 
Objects
Least  
Important
x Health: Good Health 
Status
Standard of living: 
Employed
x
Social capital: 
Frequent contact 
with friends
Case 3 
Wellbeing 
Objects 
Profile 1 Profile 2 Profile 3
Health Good Health Status Poor Health Status Good Health Status
Standard of Living Employed Not in the labour 
force
Unemployed
Social Capital Frequent contact 
with friends 
Frequent contact 
with friends 
No contact with friends
Which situation 
would make you 
most happy?
x
Which situation 
would make you 
least happy?
x
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BWS in the Indigenous context
To date, traditional approaches of DCE have been used within the indigenous 
context mainly to evaluate preferences for resource management and cultural 
heritage (Adamowicz et al. 1998; Rolfe and Windle 2003; Zander and Straton 
2010; Spyce et al. 2012; Chhun et al. 2015; Miller et al. 2015; Oleson et al. 2015; 
Nikolakis et al. 2016). However, there is a potential for its use to elicit Indigenous 
views on quality of life, values and priorities to enable policies and programs 
to be better targeted, given that Indigenous views of health and wellbeing are 
recognised as being multifaceted and involving more than the absence of ill health 
(NAHSWP 1989).
In considering the use of BWS in the indigenous context to elicit views and 
priorities of wellbeing, a fundamental question is the relevance and applicability 
of such a method in a cross-cultural context. Adamowicz et al. (1998) suggest that 
much of the difficulty in applying non-market valuation in non-European cultural 
contexts to understand the value of natural resources is due to the different held 
values that different cultures assign to the various goods and services. In addition, 
the authors also note that the concept of property rights, the non-substitutability 
of some goods and the need to consider group sovereign rights means that land 
and resources are not always seen in terms of ownership. Instead, for many 
indigenous peoples, the natural environment forms part of their identity and 
their sense of belonging and reinforces their sense of obligation as a collective, as 
discussed in Chapter 2. 
A similar argument could be made about understanding the priorities for wellbeing 
of indigenous peoples and the different worldview and value systems which 
underpin their understanding of a good life. An important aspect of applying 
BWS in eliciting indigenous priorities requires recognition that those worldviews 
and aspirations are culturally constructed and context dependent. As a result those 
aspirations and worldviews frame the selection of ‘most’ and ‘least’ important 
dimensions of wellbeing. 
The way in which Yawuru voices and participation were prioritised throughout the 
conceptualisation of liyan and wellbeing, as outlined in the previous chapter, provided 
a more nuanced insight into the multidimensionality of wellbeing and liyan. As shown 
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in the previous chapter, there were over 100 different indicators of wellbeing generated 
through that process, covering subjective and objective measures, outcome and process 
measures and both individual and collective level measures. 
One way to elicit the weights would have been simply to ask Yawuru women and men 
to rank all the objects or indicators. As such, all possible alternatives given would be 
ranked from the most to least preferred or from the most important to least important. 
However, as the number of things being evaluated increases, cognitive burden and 
fatigue can potentially set in (Cohen 2009). BWS therefore provides a useful way to 
determine level of importance in a way which may reduce respondent fatigue and is 
relatively simple to undertake (Flynn 2010; Ratcliffe et al. 2016).
In this research, BWS is used to elicit opinions on the relative importance of 
different attributes of wellbeing for Yawuru. The underlying continuum is degree of 
importance about a set of indicators for Yawuru wellbeing. The degree of importance 
when scaled also serves as potential weights for a composite measure. By requesting 
participants to identify the extremes of the best and worst choices, the pair chosen 
can be perceived as being the farthest apart on an underlying latent scale which is 
Yawuru’s sense of wellbeing. To the best of my knowledge, this is the first Australian 
use of BWS to elicit Indigenous views, values and priorities to set weights on quality 
of life measures.
Conducting a BWS experiment 
There are several steps in designing and conducting a BWS experiment from 
deriving attributes to the final analysis. These steps are adapted from Louviere et al. 
(2013), fall under the three stages of Phase 2 (See Fig. 7.1). The various steps will be 
outlined and discussed within the context of the case study with Yawuru and under 
the respective headings.
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Stage 4 :  Sur vey  deve lopment 
• Determine the objects/attributes to be evaluated
• Design the experiment and the survey
• Choose sample size
• Pre-test survey
Stage 5 :  Data  Co l lect ion
• Conduct the survey
Stage 6 :  Data  ana lys is
• Analysis
Stage 4: Survey and instrument development 
Attr ibutes select ion 
In the research, the objective was to determine the relative importance of various 
attributes or objects which were considered to be important for Yawuru’s sense of 
wellbeing. In the event that the construction of a wellbeing index or a composite 
measure is planned, what would be the appropriate weights to attach to the 
various dimensions? Whilst the use of statistical weights or equal weighting may 
be appropriate and is the standard in the discipline, the use of BWS provides an 
innovative way of eliciting the weights from the ground up. This ensures that both 
the dimensions of wellbeing and the priorities of wellbeing are determined by those 
who are recipients of programs and policies. 
There are various ways in which attributes can be derived. Some of the more 
common approaches include surveying the literature, using theoretical judgements 
or through qualitative means (Louviere et al. 2000). Coast et al. (2012) argue for the 
importance of qualitative exploratory work in guiding subsequent phases of a stated 
preference or choice experiment. The authors also emphasise characteristics that the 
attributes should exemplify, namely: 
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a) The attribute should not be similar to the underlying construct 
b) no single attribute should contribute in a substantial magnitude to the 
decision making 
c) attributes should not be intrinsic to a person’s personality, and finally 
d) attributes should be experimentally manipulated by intervention. 
Refer to Coast et al. (2012, p734) for a concise and detailed treatment of the issue. 
In essence, the literature suggests that in order to present choices that are valid, 
relevant and comprehensible, there is a need to understand the phenomena or issue 
at hand through the lens of those making the choices. 
In Chapter 7, the qualitative phase of the mixed-methods approach served two 
purposes. It provided a more nuanced understanding of Yawuru conceptions of 
wellbeing, served to inform the development of the Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 
instrument, and provided a potential pool of attributes for inclusion in the BWS. 
From the list generated through the interviews and focus group discussion, 73 
common indicators were shared by both the men’s and women’s focus groups. The 
73 indicators present a large number of attributes to include in any choice model. 
Whilst there are designs in BWS which can accommodate a large number of 
attributes, in discussion with Eunice Yu, my Yawuru colleague, it was decided that 
the best way forward would be to reduce the number of attributes to a manageable 
size for inclusion in the BWS experiment.
There were many potential ways of reducing this list, one of which involved 
returning to the Yawuru Guidance and Reference Committee or the Yawuru male 
and female focus groups. Given the already high level of involvement throughout 
the various stages, introducing this additional engagement may have resulted in 
respondent fatigue. As a result, the 73 indicators were aggregated up to 25 attributes 
through discussions with Eunice Yu.
The literature on wellbeing, in particular within a ‘capabilities framework’ suggests 
that wellbeing is both a process and outcome. The conceptions of wellbeing by 
Yawuru demonstrated that it was both subjective and objective, both collective and 
individual-centred, and included both process and outcomes. For that reason, it was 
important in this phase not to assume that aspects related to outcomes were most 
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important. In particular, for those who are elderly, the act of hunting and fishing 
may no longer be feasible due to poor health. However, knowing there is access to 
those sites for family and community to hunt and fish was important for their sense 
of wellbeing. 
There were several ways in which the different indicators could be grouped. One 
example is the grouping of ‘Speaking an Indigenous language as first, second or 
third language’ rather than having the three levels separately. A further example is 
the grouping of the various activities on country such as fishing, hunting, gathering 
bush tucker, eating bush tucker and sitting around the campfire into an attribute 
around spending time on country. The shortlisted object/attributes for inclusion in 
the BWS are described in Table 8.1. For the purpose of reducing the set of attributes, 
the following criteria were used:
• Grounded by Yawuru aspirations 
- Given that this is a Yawuru Wellbeing Measure, first and foremost, it had to 
reflect and be grounded in Yawuru aspirations as identified in the qualitative 
phase.
• Theoretically justified 
- This criterion means that the aspects of wellbeing, whether objective or 
subjective, whether process or outcome oriented were included where the 
literature provides further support for their inclusion.
• Picked by both men and women as this was going to be a whole-of-Yawuru 
measure 
- Given the attributes and wellbeing framework should be reflective of Yawuru 
as a collective, one criterion was that it had to have been selected by both 
Yawuru women and men.
• Measurable
- Lastly, a further criterion was that the aspects that are captured would be 
able to be measured in some way, either through self-reported measures or 
perceived measures. 
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Survey instrument – design and development 
Sur vey  inst rument 
The BWS experiment was embedded within a larger Yawuru Wellbeing Survey. The 
aim of that broader survey was two-fold. Firstly, to allow for the contextualisation of 
choices made by Yawuru men and women in the BWS exercise. Secondly, to inform 
Yawuru priorities through the construction of a baseline set of indicators on Yawuru 
measures of wellbeing. The community level information will assist Yawuru in 
informing and setting their development agenda (Yap and Yu 2016a).
There were three sections in the Yawuru Wellbeing Survey. 
Section 1
Information on Yawuru conceptions of wellbeing were collected, including 
information on connection to culture and country, family, community, health and 
autonomy. In addition, information on age, gender, education, work, housing and 
standard of living was also gathered. The choice of questions collected in these 
sections was primarily drawn from the qualitative phase of the research (Refer to 
Chapter 7). 
Section 2
The BWS was introduced and implemented as a way in which Yawuru priorities 
could be elicited.
Section 3
The participants were asked to state their current level of satisfaction across the 25 
dimensions which form the attributes for the choice sets in Section 2. 
Design  and b lock ing
A Balanced Incomplete Block Design (BIBD) for 25 attributes was chosen from 
the set of available designs for the BWS component of the survey. The design type 
was (30,5,6,1). The design implied that for 25 attributes, there were 30 choice sets 
with each choice set comprising five objects/attributes presented. This BIBD design 
ensured that each attribute appeared six times and that each attribute appeared once 
with each of the other attributes (Louviere et al. 2015). 
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Table 8.1. Shortlisted objects used in the BWS Case 1 
No. Content
1 Having financial security to support yourself and your family to meet basic living costs and 
necessities
2 Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, physically active, minimal use of 
alcohol, drugs and being well nourished
3 Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper sewerage, not overcrowded 
and maybe owning your own home
4 Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and autonomy)
5 Feeling safe in the home and community from theft, assault or violence
6 Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, knowing your rai/rayi kinship 
group
7 Having access to culturally appropriate services including traditional healers and feeling 
confident interacting with service providers 
8 Good family relations including giving and having support from family and friends, 
spending time with family and keeping in touch with family 
9 Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural events/storytelling, painting, 
dancing and singing
10 Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering bush tucker, eating bush tucker, 
fish and meat caught or hunted in season, sitting around the campfire telling stories and 
having a yarn 
11 Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends – reciprocity and obligation 
fulfillment to kin
12 Having a formal Western education
13 Knowing about Yawuru country – seasons, habitats, flora, fauna and bush medicine, 
fishing and hunting sites
14 Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, songs, lore, dance, sacred sites 
and law grounds
15 Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, kindness, responsibility, accountability and care for 
others and the environment 
16 Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how to return to balance or 
adapt when things are tough or rough
17 Having free or spare time and money for enjoyment, relaxation 
18 Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
19 Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural sites to practise culture and 
maintain connection to country
20 Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my country (Have control over 
decisions affecting me, my family, my community and country)
21 Feeling happy, confident, having a sense of purpose 
22 Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups in my 
community, at work, school, shire and community representatives
23 Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging, have equal opportunity for all
24 Giving back to my community/involvement in community through involvement in sports/
church/men’s group/women’s group, attending and contributing to meetings 
25 Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as first, second or third language
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Given that the BWS would be embedded within a larger Yawuru survey, 30 choice 
sets were deemed to be a cognitive burden for the sample of respondents. The survey 
was therefore blocked into 2 blocks of 15 choice sets to promote completion rates 
and minimise error due to fatigue (Hensher et al. 2005; Ratcliffe et al. 2016). All 
respondents received the same survey, with the exception of the section on the BWS 
whereby respondents randomly received one of the two versions of choice exercises 
consisting of 15 choice sets. The full BIBD along with the blocking of the 30 choice 
sets into Block A and B is presented in Table 8.2. 
There was no straightforward method of blocking the choice sets. Using a simple 
random number method, the choice sets were split into 2 blocks, A and B. In an 
ideal setting, it would be best to have a balanced block wherein all objects appeared 
equally. However, with the random generator, not all objects appeared equally, 
despite multiple iterations.
In two cases, the objects appeared only once in one block. This is not ideal, but only 
occurred for two objects (See Table 8.3). This aspect of the blocking in the design 
may have implications for the analysis of the results. 
After the blocking of design was undertaken, the next step was to transform the 
information into choice set questions for inclusion in the survey. Respondents 
received a series of scenarios consisting of five objects from the list of 25 available 
objects and were asked to select the ‘most important’ and ‘least important’ aspect of 
wellbeing from the available options. 
Below is a partial view of the BIBD with an example of a choice set available to the 
respondent. Using the first line in Table 8.2 as an example, the design choice implies 
that the attributes from Table 2 will be presented for choice according to whether 
the number of that attribute is in the design. In the first choice set in Block A, 
attributes 3, 8, 13, 14 and 19 (as set out in Table 8.1) will be shown: 
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Table 8.2. BIBD design blocked in two (A and B)
Set Block Object 1 Object 2 Object 3 Object 4 Object 5
1 Block A 3 8 13 14 19
2 Block A 4 9 10 17 18
3 Block A 5 7 17 19 25
4 Block A 3 11 17 21 22
5 Block A 1 6 7 8 9
6 Block A 2 8 12 17 24
7 Block A 7 10 14 21 24
8 Block A 5 9 11 14 23
9 Block A 3 9 15 20 24
10 Block A 5 6 12 15 21
11 Block A 2 10 15 19 23
12 Block A 1 18 19 20 21
13 Block A 4 7 13 15 22
14 Block A 5 13 16 18 24
15 Block A 4 8 16 21 23
16 Block B 5 8 10 20 22
17 Block B 1 22 23 24 25
18 Block B 6 13 17 20 23
19 Block B 4 6 11 19 24
20 Block B 1 2 3 4 5
21 Block B 9 12 16 19 22
22 Block B 3 7 12 18 23
23 Block B 2 6 14 18 22
24 Block B 1 14 15 16 17
25 Block B 4 12 14 20 25
26 Block B 2 7 11 16 20
27 Block B 2 9 13 21 25
28 Block B 8 11 15 18 25
29 Block B 1 10 11 12 13
30 Block B 3 6 10 16 25
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Table 8.3. Number of times the object/attribute was shown, 
Block A and B
Object Number of times 
presented  
(Block A) 
Number of times 
presented  
(Block B)
Total
1 2 2 6
2 2 4 6
3 3 3 6
4 3 3 6
5 4 2 6
6 2 4 6
7 4 2 6
8 4 2 6
9 4 2 6
10 3 3 6
11 2 4 6
12 2 4 6
13 3 3 6
14 3 3 6
15 4 2 6
16 2 4 6
17 4 2 6
18 3 3 6
19 4 2 6
20 2 4 6
21 5 1 6
22 2 4 6
23 3 3 6
24 4 2 6
25 1 5 6
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Set Block Attribute 1 Attribute 2 Attribute 3 Attribute 4 Attribute 5
1 Block A 3 8 13 14 19
Set Block Object 1 Object 2 Object 3 Object 4 Object 5
1 Block A Adequate 
housing 
conditions 
with water, 
electricity, 
proper 
sewerage, 
not 
overcrowded 
and maybe 
owning your 
own home
Good family 
relations 
including 
giving and 
having 
support 
from family 
and friends, 
spending 
time with 
family and 
keeping in 
touch with 
family
Knowing 
about Yawuru 
dreaming 
and creation 
stories, 
songs, lore, 
dance, 
sacred sites 
and law 
grounds
Living by 
Yawuru 
values of 
reciprocity, 
kindness, 
responsibility, 
accountability 
and care 
for others 
and the 
environment
Having 
access to 
fishing spots, 
hunting 
grounds and 
cultural sites 
to practice 
culture and 
maintain 
connection to 
country
There was only one round of ‘Most important’ and ‘Least important’ asked. In a 
choice set consisting of five objects, the one round of Most and Least questions only 
provided a partial ranking. In other words, if a set includes (A, B, C, D and E) and A 
is chosen as ‘best’ and E is chosen as ‘worst’, the following therefore is true:  A > B, A > C, A > D and A > E. We also know that B > E, C > E and D > E where > is ‘preferred to’. Asking the second best and worst would have provided a full 
ranking. In this thesis, the trade-off between minimising respondent fatigue and 
obtaining a full ranking was made. As such the ability to discern what is the order 
of preference between B, C and D is not possible within this research and presents a 
potential limitation. An example of a choice set in the survey is shown in Fig. 8.1. 
The full choice model survey is available in Appendix 10.
Quest ionna i re  deve lopment  and t ra in ing 
Questionnaire development took place between March and May 2015. Members of 
the Yawuru Guidance and Reference Committee were approached individually to 
discuss the content, based on their expertise and knowledge of the different aspects 
of Yawuru culture and worldviews. The committee also provided guidance around 
the sensitivity of the questions and the wording to ensure that the questions asked 
were appropriate and respectful from both a cultural and gender perspective. 
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Fig. 8.1. Example of choice set
Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, 
physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs and well 
nourished
Having access to culturally appropriate services including 
traditional healers and feeling confident interacting with 
service providers
Sharing and receiving catch, kill with family and friends - 
reciprocity and obligation fulfillment to kin
Having a balanced spiritual centre and knowing how to 
return to balance or adapt when things are rough
Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my 
community and my country
As highlighted in Chapter 6, this stage of the research also had a capacity building 
component built in. At the community level, capacity building was fostered through 
the employment and training of local personnel. The employment of local Yawuru 
research assistants in the field provided both opportunities for skill transfer on data 
collection methods and experience using digital tablets to administer the survey. 
In the previous community survey, local Yawuru women and men were trained 
in survey collection using paper surveys. The use of iPads in this research was an 
extension of that survey collection training from manual to electronic collection. The 
local research assistants were recruited through word-of-mouth, partially based on 
prior involvement in the Yawuru Demographic Survey, a 2011 community survey. 
Several of the local research assistants were recruited through a local employment 
training program. 
The local research team were invited to two half-day training sessions, which 
included tablet familiarisation, survey instrument content, and a briefing on 
ethical considerations. There were also opportunities for ‘learning by practice’ with 
the research team as potential participants. This skill transfer to local Indigenous 
research assistants ensured that a pool of trained local personnel would be available 
to administer data collection in future research projects by government, universities 
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and agencies such as the ABS. It also enabled the maintenance of cultural relevance 
and integrity of research findings. There are also plans for further work arising 
from the survey to be co-authored with local research assistants and co-presented at 
seminars or conferences where possible with Eunice Yu and myself. 
A critical component of this endeavour was also capacity building on my part as a 
researcher. In particular, the management of this aspect of the survey with Eunice Yu 
facilitated opportunities for learning how to manage a small research project from 
inception to operation. More critically, it also provided further experience and learning 
in communicating cross-culturally and explaining complex and technical terminologies 
and concepts in simple to understand language in the training sessions. 
To enable the capacity building in this research to be realised, funding was sought 
from Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre at Curtin University to fund employment 
of local research personnel and for the purchase of digital tablets. The grant was 
awarded in 2014, which enabled training and data collection to occur in 2015. 
Following the survey, the purchased iPads remained within the community for its 
own use. The findings of the research were compiled and launched as a community 
report in August 2016.
Determining sample size 
The literature does not prescribe a rule of thumb for determining BWS sample size 
requirements (Flynn et al. 2007; Louviere et al. 2013; de Bekker-Grob et al. 2015). 
In a survey of the literature, the sample sizes for BWS for object Case 1 varied from 
46 to 1,920 respondents (Muhlbacher et al. 2016). Bennett and Adamowicz (2001) 
suggest a minimum sample size of 50 respondents per survey block. Hensher et al. 
(2005) suggested 50 per subgroup. Johnson and Orme (1996) as cited in de Bekker-
Grob et al. (2015) suggest that the sample size required for the main effects depends 
on the number of choice tasks (t), the number of alternatives (a), and the number of 
analysis cells (c) according to the following equation: N> 500c/(t * a)
However, they suggest that if the purpose of the research is to compare groups of 
respondents, a minimum of about 200 per group should be sampled. 
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The population of interest is Yawuru women and men aged 18 years and over. Of 
particular concern is whether the sample covered is representative of the age and 
gender distribution of the Yawuru. Given there is no consensus around the sample 
size, a sample size calculator was used instead for deriving sample size for population 
surveys. Using the sample size calculator for a confidence level of 95%, confidence 
interval of 5%, the ideal sample size was 274. For a 95% confidence level, and a 
confidence interval of 10%, the ideal sample was 88. It was decided for the purpose 
of the thesis, a figure between the two intervals of approximately 200 samples, would 
be an acceptable size.
Sampl ing  method 
A stratified random sample was drawn from a list of all possible Yawuru adults 
aged 18 years and over. This was to reflect the age distribution of the Yawuru adult 
population captured in the Knowing Our Community Survey in 2011 (see Table 
8.4). In the survey, those who identified Yawuru as their first, second, third language 
group or other language group were chosen as part of the sampling frame. This 
resulted in a total of 945 Yawuru individuals in 2011. Of these, 605 were aged 18 
years and over in 2015 with an age distribution highlighted in Table 8.4. A random 
number was generated for all participants in the previous survey to identify potential 
participants. The individuals were then sorted by their random number within the 
respective age and gender and selected based on those criteria. 
Working with a target sample of 200, the number of Yawuru women and men 
required to meet the age distribution was calculated. There were limitations 
however, in working off this list and sampling frame. One issue was that some 
Yawuru individuals had since moved or were away when the original 2011 survey 
was collected, and therefore were not listed in the sampling frame. Given the 
original participation list was about four years old, it ran the risk of being slightly 
outdated, in particular in relation to those who had recently died, left town or 
changed address. This was where the local knowledge and network of the research 
assistants aided in locating respondents either at home or at work, knowing whether 
the timing of the survey was appropriate for some members of the community and 
whether there were others not captured through the sampling frame. 
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Table 8.4. Proposed sample of population
Yawuru Population 
in Knowing Our 
Community Survey 
(KOCS) 2011 
(No)
Knowing Our 
Community Survey 
(KOCS) 2011 
(Per cent)
Yawuru Wellbeing 
Survey 2015 Planned 
based on age 
distribution of KOCS 
(No)
Age 
group
Male Females Males Females Males Females
18 to 24 68 75 24.4 22.9 22 25
25 to 34 84 84 30.1 25.7 28 28
35 to 44 30 57 10.8 17.4 10 19
45 to 54 44 58 15.8 17.7 15 19
55 to 64 38 39 13.6 11.9 13 13
65 plus 15 14 5.4 4.3 5 5
Total 279 326 100.0 100.0 92 108
There were a number of challenges associated with trying to sample in this manner. 
Firstly, there were difficulties in locating certain age groups, in particular young men. 
There were also some individuals within the sampling frame whom the research 
team were not always comfortable surveying. A potential bias introduced in this 
survey is that some research assistants preferred to survey family members while 
others preferred not to. There was also the difficulty of ensuring that those who 
were interested and willing to participate were not excluded from the process. With 
all these challenges and difficulties in utilising the stratified sampling, a purposeful 
convenience sampling method was employed part way through the duration of 
survey collection to ensure that the quota of the different age groups was achieved 
in most cases. As a result, standard statistical analysis based on randomisation is 
potentially inappropriate. 
Pre-test ing 
The Yawuru Wellbeing Survey and embedded BWS were tested with a convenience 
sample of fifteen respondents. The sample included the local research assistants so 
that they could familiarise themselves with the survey exercises and content. Some 
of the pilot sample also included members of the Yawuru Guidance and Reference 
Committee to ensure that feedback given through the consultation process was 
reflected in the survey instrument. 
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The pre-testing of the survey instrument revealed several issues which were then 
able to be addressed for the final survey. In terms of the survey at the broad level, 
some clarification around certain terms was required, as well as the option of a text 
comment box for each question in the event that respondents wanted to insert 
their own answers. There was also feedback relating to the clarity of instructions 
for completing the BWS. Some participants raised concerns about selection of 
‘least’ important choices and whether that selection might lead to the assumption 
that those aspects were not important at all. This was a concern that also arose in 
a ‘think aloud’ study of how decisions are made, in which the authors noted that 
the participants had difficulty in conceptualising or choosing the ‘least’ important 
attribute or level (Whitty et al. 2014).
Taking on board the learning from the pilot, the instructions around the selection of 
‘least important’ were amended to include a statement clarifying that the selection 
of least important does not suggest that the attribute is not important at all. Rather, 
all items in each set of attributes are important given that they were generated by 
Yawuru through the qualitative phase.
Stage 5: Data collection
Survey conduct
Once the survey content was ready, it was designed and created through Qualtrics, 
a survey company and software developer. Qualtrics was chosen for the flexibility 
of enabling both an offline version as well as an online version. The offline version 
allowed the survey to be taken where an internet connection might not be readily 
accessible. An online version was also administered and sent to respondents who 
preferred this format or who were currently living away. For those undertaking the 
survey face-to-face, the respondents were given the choice of either answering the 
questions on the tablet themselves, or the research assistants could ask them the 
question and prompt them for answers. For the online survey, the respondents filled 
in the questionnaire themselves to the best of our knowledge. 
The survey collection was undertaken in the period from May to June 2015. At the 
end of each day, there was a debrief session with the research assistants individually 
to discuss any problems that had arisen through the course of an interview that 
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might assist in the process. As with the qualitative phase, respondents were provided 
with information sheets (formal and simplified) at the start of the survey collection 
and informed consent sought (Appendices 10, 11 and 12). With the online version, 
informed consent was given if they clicked on the ‘I agree’ button on the web survey. 
The respondents also went into a draw to win one of 30 $50 Target gift vouchers to 
thank them for their time. 
The data collection processes resulted in 156 respondents, excluding the pilot 
participants (See Table 8.5). It was difficult to calculate the response rate for the 
survey as a whole given the sampling methodology was amended midway. Some of 
the reasons for non-response were refusal, illness or incapability to participate in the 
survey, or having moved or not been in town at that time due to working elsewhere. 
This was particularly true for Yawuru males who were working as fly-in fly-out 
(FIFO) workers. The difficulty in sampling males, in particular young males, was not 
unique to this survey and has also been true in other studies (Watson and Wooden 
2004; Marin et al. 2015). 
It is clear from the age distribution above that the under-sampling of males was 
larger than for females (41 per cent for males, compared to about 15 per cent for 
females). In terms of the age distribution, it was more likely that the survey under-
sampled the younger age group than the older age groups. 
Stage 6: Data analysis
Analysis
Various analyses that can be run using BWS data to elicit the importance of the 
different attributes – count analysis and statistical analysis. In this thesis, BWS 
analysis will be kept at its simplest level, using count analysis. (Marley and Louviere 
2005) demonstrate that when the maxdiff decision-making holds, M-L scores are 
sufficient statistics. They argue it may not be necessary to estimate complex models 
using logistic regression, although there is no formal proof of the unbiased nature of 
the scores or whether this holds for the sequential decision making model (Louviere 
et al. 2015, p21). Several sets of scores will be presented in this chapter, including 
the most minus least score (M-L), square root of (M/L), and the natural log of the 
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square root ratio for M/L. The square root of the ratio between ‘most’ and ‘least’ 
counts decreases as a function of the number of alternatives presented in a non-
linear digressive way (Muhlbacher et al. 2016). 
Count  ana lys is  (most  minus  least  scores )
The most basic level analysis is count analysis, whereby the number of times an 
object/attribute was selected as most important minus the number of times an 
object/attribute was selected as least important is calculated. This can be done at 
both the aggregate and individual-respondent level. M – L score = Most – Least
An average can also be obtained by dividing the aggregate M-L scores by the number 
of respondents (n) Average M – L score = M – L / n
We can also adjust the count analysis by the number of times it appears in the design 
to scale it between -1 and 1 to derive BW scores. Average M – L score = M – L / (n*obj shown)
Table 8.5. Comparing the planned and final Yawuru Wellbeing Survey population
Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 2015 
(Planned)
Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 2015 
(Final Sample)
Age 
group
Males Females Males Females
No. % No. % No. % No. %
18 to 24 22 23.9 25 23.1 11 19.0 20 20.4
25 to 34 28 30.4 28 25.9 22 37.9 25 25.5
35 to 44 10 10.9 19 17.6 5 8.6 19 19.4
45 to 54 15 16.3 19 17.6 8 13.8 18 18.4
55 to 64 13 14.1 13 12.0 8 13.8 10 10.2
65 plus 5 5.4 5 4.6 4 6.9 6 6.1
Total 92 100.0 108 100.0 58 100.0 98 100.0
Note: Planned population numbers based on the Yawuru Knowing Our Community Survey 2011.
Yap 265
A positive score means that an object or attribute was selected more often as most 
important than least important. A negative score signals that an attribute was 
selected more often as least important rather than most important. A score of 
zero can mean two things – either the object has never been chosen or it is chosen 
as most and least important an equal number of times. Some other common 
calculations include taking the square root of the ratio of Total Most/Total Least at 
the attribute level or at the choice set/scenario level. The scores can then be ranked 
to give an importance ranking of all the attributes. 
Results
Of the 156 Yawuru women and men who kindly gave their time to the survey, 123 
responses had full answers for the BWS section, a response rate of about 80 per 
cent (Table 8.6). Of the 123 who responded to the BWS component of the survey, 
108 (88 per cent) completed the survey ‘face-to-face’ and 15 completed the survey 
online (12 per cent). There was a higher probability of having missing observations 
in the face-to-face instrument compared to the online survey. Of the 33 missing 
respondents, 24 were surveyed face-to-face and 9 were surveyed online.  
Of the sample of 33 missing observations, two respondents were a total non-
response, having missing observations for all 15 choice sets and for both the ‘most’ 
and ‘least’ important answers. Of the partial non-responses, individuals were more 
likely to have missing ‘least’ observations than ‘most’. Of all the 33 respondents, 
only 10 were missing at least one or more ‘most’ important observations whereas all 
33 were missing at least one ‘least’ important observation (Table 8.7). 
For all the choice sets, there was a higher likelihood of missing observations for the 
worst choice than the best choice. One possible reason behind this could be that the 
respondents found it difficult to choose the least important, as was found by Flynn 
(2015) and Whitty et al. (2014). Another possible and plausible reason is that some 
respondents may not have realised they had to choose two items from the choice set 
or were suffering respondent fatigue. 
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Table 8.6. Sampling response
Completed survey 
and BWS component
Survey complete but 
BWS partial non-
response
Survey complete but 
BWS total  
non-response
No. 123 31 2
Per cent of total 
sampled (156)
78.8 19.9 1.3
Table 8.7. Distribution of missing responses by most and least
Number of missing 
responses
Most important 
choices
Least important 
choices
0 23 0
1 – 5 4 21
6 – 9 1 2
10 – 14 3 4
15 2 6
Total 33 33
Descript ive stat ist ics 
It was important to note before beginning the analysis whether those who had 
partial and full non-responses for the BWS were different from those who fully 
completed the BWS section.
Table 8.8 provides basic descriptive analysis of the sample who had full responses for 
the BWS component compared to those who had full or partial non-responses for 
the BWS. If the two population samples were very different, then the inference made 
by the BWS around the importance of aspects of wellbeing may not be generalisable. 
Those who were non-responses tended to be slightly younger, were more likely to be 
partnered and less likely to have spent time away from Broome. They were also more 
likely to have less than Year 12 schooling and more likely to own their own home or 
be paying off a mortgage. However, a substantial proportion was also more likely to 
be living in public rental housing. 
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Table 8.8. Descriptive statistics of sample
BWS full response 
(% in parenthesis)
BWS non-response 
(% in parenthesis)
Gender
Males 48 (39%) 10 (30.30)
Females 75 (61%) 23 (69.70)
Mean Age 38.5 years 33 years
Partnered
Yes 60 (48.78) 19 (59.38)
No 62 (50.41) 12 (37.50)
Missing - 1 (3.03)
Other 1 (0.81) -
Spent time away from Broome (12 months)
Yes 72 (58.54) 15 (46.88)
No 51 (41.46) 17 (53.12)
Missing - 1
Education attainment
Degree or higher 49 (39.84) 4 (12.12)
TAFE 37 (30.08) 2 (6.06)
Year 12 15 (12.20) 10 (30.30)
Less than Year 12 13 (10.57) 15 (45.45)
Other 9 (7.32) 2 (6.06)
Labour Force Status
Employed full-time 47 (38.21) 14 (42.42)
Employed part-time 21 (17.07) 4 (12.12)
Self-employed 4 (3.25) -
Unemployed 24 (19.51) 7 (21.21)
Not in the labour force 14 (11.38) 5 (15.15)
Other 13 (10.57) 3 (9.09)
Housing situation
Owner or mortgage 24 (19.51) 10 (30.30)
Private rental 18 (14.63) 3 (9.09)
Public rental 45 (36.59) 16 (48.48)
Rent free with family and friends 28 (22.76) 3 (9.09)
Other 8 (6.50) 1 (3.03)
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Table 8.8. Continued
BWS full response 
(% in parenthesis)
BWS non-response 
(% in parenthesis)
Income sufficiency
Not Enough 70 (56.91) 20 (60.61)
Enough 39 (331.71) 12 (36.36)
Prefer not to answer 11 (8.94) -
Other 3 (2.44) 1 (3.03)
Self-assessed health status 
Excellent 18 (14.63) 3 (9.09)
Very Good 32 (26.02) 11 (33.33)
Good 44 (35.77) 12 (36.36)
Fair 21 (17.07) 7 (21.21)
Poor 8 (6.5) -
Mean Health 3.84 3.82
Sense of control over life 
No control 8 (6.56) 8 (25.00)
Little control 25 (20.49) 3 (9.38)
Some control 55 (45.08) 10 (31.25)
Quite a lot of control 23 (18.85) 8 (25.00)
Total control 11 (9.02) 3 (9.38)
Mean control 3.03 2.84
Number 123 33
Source: Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 2015.
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In terms of the characteristics of the overall sample for the BWS analysis, 
respondents tended to be female (61 per cent), with a mean age of 38 years, have 
a degree or higher qualifications, and are employed full time. They were also likely 
to have spent 12 months or more away from Broome at some point, reported good 
health, and also had some control over what happens in their lives. 
The characteristics of respondents were also examined by Block A and Block B to 
ensure that while individuals were randomly assigned to either block, the analyses 
which followed were not biased by their differing population compositions (See 
Table 8.9). 
There were some differences between the respondents in Block A and B. Block A 
had slightly more females whilst Block B respondents were older, with a mean age 
of 40.1 years compared to 36.4 years for Block A. The respondents in Block A were 
more likely to be unemployed whereas a higher share of respondents in Block B were 
not in the labour force. Respondents in Block B also had a higher share with degree 
or higher qualifications. 
The process of setting up the data included first transforming the wide file to a long 
file format for analysis is shown in Appendix 14. 
The ‘most’ and ‘least’ important counts for each of the 25 objects summed across 
respondents for Block A and B separately are shown in Table 8.10 and Table 8.11. 
The tables also contain the basic calculations of the most minus least score (M-L), 
square root of (M/L), and the natural log of the square root ratio for M/L. The 
‘most’ and ‘least’ counts are bounded by – 54 and +270 for Block A and -69 and 
+349 for Block B. 
It is useful and standard practice in BWS to first examine whether there are any 
inconsistencies in the ‘most’ and ‘least’ responses. One of the ways in which this is 
done is to test whether the ‘most’ and ‘least’ options are inversely related. Another 
possible way is to regress the average choice frequency for the ‘most’ response on 
the square root of the ratio of average ‘most’ to average ‘least’ response for each 
choice alternative (Mueller et al. 2008; Lee et al. 2008; Mueller and Lockshin 2013; 
Greenacre et al. 2015). Plotting of ‘most’ and ‘least’ choices in Fig. 8.2 showed an 
approximate inverse relationship exists. However, that relationship is not always 
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Table 8.9. Descriptive statistics of sample by Block A and B (n=123)
Total Block A Block B
Gender
Males 48 (39%) 19 (35.19) 29 (42.03)
Females 75 (61%) 35 (64.81) 40 (57.97)
Mean Age  38.5 years 36.4 years 40.1 years
Partnered
Yes 60 (48.78) 24 (44.44) 36 (52.17)
No 62 (50.41) 29 (53.70) 33 (47.83)
Missing - - -
Other 1 (0.81) 1 (1.85) -
Spent time away from Broome (12 months)
Yes 72 (58.54) 31 (57.41) 41 (59.42)
No 51 (41.46) 23 (42.59) 28 (40.58)
Education attainment
Degree or higher 49 (39.84) 18 (33.33) 31 (44.93)
TAFE 37 (30.08) 20 (37.04) 17 (24.64)
Year 12 15 (12.20) 11 (20.37) 4 (5.80)
Less than Year 12 13 (10.57) 4 (7.41) 9 (13.04)
Other 9 (7.32) 1 (1.85) 8(11.59)
Labour Force Status
Employed full-time 47 (38.21) 20 (37.04) 27 (39.13)
Employed part-time 21 (17.07) 8 (14.81) 13 (18.84)
Self-employed 4 (3.25) 2 (3.70) 2 (2.90)
Unemployed 24 (19.51) 16 (29.63) 8 (11.59)
Not in the labour force 14 (11.38) 3 (5.56) 11 (15.94)
Other 13 (10.57) 5 (9.26) 8 (11.59)
Housing situation
Owner or mortgage 24 (19.51) 14 (25.93) 10 (14.49)
Private rental 18 (14.63) 5 (9.26) 13 (18.84)
Public rental 45 (36.59) 20 (37.04) 25 (36.23)
Rent free with family and friends 28 (22.76) 11 (20.37) 17 (24.64)
Other 8 (6.50) 4 (7.41) 4 (5.80)
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Table 8.9. Continued
Total Block A Block B
Income sufficiency
Not Enough 70 (56.91) 27 (50.00) 43 (62.32)
Enough 39 (331.71) 16 (29.63) 23 (33.33)
Prefer not to answer 11 (8.94) 8 (14.81) 3 (4.35)
Other 3 (2.44) 3 (5.56) -
Self-assessed health status 
Excellent 18 (14.63) 9 (16.67) 9 (13.04)
Very Good 32 (26.02) 13 (24.07) 19 (27.54)
Good 44 (35.77) 22 (40.74) 22 (31.88)
Fair 21 (17.07) 8 (14.81) 13 (18.84)
Poor 8 (6.5) 2 (3.70) 6 (8.70)
Mean Health 3.84 3.82
Sense of control over life 
No control 8 (6.56) 3 (5.66) 5 (7.25)
Little control 25 (20.49) 12 (22.64) 13 (18.84)
Some control 55 (45.08) 19 (35.85) 36 (52.17)
Quite a lot of control 23 (18.85) 12 (22.64) 11 (15.94)
Total control 11 (9.02) 7 (13.21) 4 (5.80)
Number 123 54 69
Source: Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 2015.
consistent. Instead, the relationship between M – L score and the natural log of the 
square root ratio for M/L is satisfied suggesting that there is heterogeneity in the 
choices made (See Fig. 8.3).
As shown in Fig. 8.4. there are differences in the ranking of attributes by Block. 
Yawuru males and females in Block A ranked having a balanced and strong spiritual 
centre as the most important aspect of their wellbeing. This was followed by having 
a healthy body to enjoy life, feeling safe at home and in the community, and having 
formal western education. Feeling respected and showing respect to family and 
the wider community was also important for the wellbeing of those in Block A. In 
comparison, for Block B, the most important attributes were having good family 
relations, having financial security, having good health, living by Yawuru values and 
adequate, housing conditions. 
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Table 8.10. Most and least analysis and score for Block A (n=54)
Object Most 
(Count) 
(a)
Least 
(Count) 
(a)
M – L 
(Count
(a)-(b)
Sqrt  
(M/L)
(c)
Ln(Sqrt)  
(d)
Scaled 
based  
on (c)
16 30 4 26 2.74 1.01 100.00
2 57 8 49 2.67 0.98 97.47
5 113 20 93 2.38 0.87 86.79
12 36 8 28 2.12 0.75 77.46
22 37 12 25 1.76 0.56 64.12
3 73 28 45 1.61 0.48 58.96
1 52 22 30 1.54 0.43 56.14
4 65 34 31 1.38 0.32 50.49
21 48 31 17 1.24 0.22 45.44
14 35 28 7 1.12 0.11 40.82
13 37 30 7 1.11 0.10 40.55
9 32 35 -3 0.96 -0.04 34.91
20 16 25 -9 0.80 -0.22 29.21
18 16 27 -11 0.77 -0.26 28.11
19 17 29 -12 0.77 -0.27 27.96
8 23 40 -17 0.76 -0.28 27.69
15 21 38 -17 0.74 -0.30 27.14
10 17 31 -14 0.74 -0.30 27.04
7 19 44 -25 0.66 -0.42 23.99
17 17 58 -41 0.54 -0.61 19.77
23 15 56 -41 0.52 -0.66 18.90
11 9 51 -42 0.42 -0.87 15.34
6 3 31 -28 0.31 -1.17 11.36
24 5 101 -96 0.22 -1.50 8.12
25 0 0 0 - - 0.00
Note: The number of sample in Block A (54) multiplied by the number of times the object can be 
shown gives the distribution – 54 to +270
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Table 8.11. Most and least analysis and score for Block B (n=69)
Object Most 
(Count) 
(a)
Least 
(Count) 
(a)
M – L 
(Count
(a)-(b)
Sqrt  
(M/L)
(c)
Ln(Sqrt) (d) Scaled 
based  
on (c)
8 77 9 68 2.92 1.07 100.00
1 113 29 84 1.97 0.68 67.49
2 115 35 80 1.81 0.59 61.97
15 22 7 15 1.77 0.57 60.61
3 76 32 44 1.54 0.43 52.69
22 62 27 35 1.52 0.42 51.81
6 68 32 36 1.46 0.38 49.84
10 44 22 22 1.41 0.35 48.35
23 42 23 19 1.35 0.30 46.20
19 27 15 12 1.34 0.29 45.87
21 22 13 9 1.30 0.26 44.47
9 26 21 5 1.11 0.11 38.04
14 36 33 3 1.04 0.04 35.71
5 36 34 2 1.03 0.03 35.18
4 52 54 -2 0.98 -0.02 33.55
16 38 46 -8 0.91 -0.10 31.07
20 43 56 -13 0.88 -0.13 29.96
11 29 53 -24 0.74 -0.30 25.29
13 18 38 -20 0.69 -0.37 23.53
7 15 33 -18 0.67 -0.39 23.05
18 17 58 -41 0.54 -0.61 18.51
12 19 108 -89 0.42 -0.87 14.34
24 10 65 -55 0.39 -0.94 13.41
25 16 105 -89 0.39 -0.94 13.35
17 12 87 -75 0.37 -0.99 12.70
Note: The number of sample in Block B (69) multiplied by the number of times the object can be 
shown gives the distribution – 69 to +349. 
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Fig. 8.2. Relationship between most important and least important choices
Fig. 8.3. Relationship between M - L Responses and natural log (square root of best-
worst ratio)
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Object/Attribute Key
1. Having financial security to support yourself and your family to meet basic living costs and necessities
2. Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs 
and being well nourished
3. Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe 
owning your own home
4. Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and autonomy)
5. Feeling safe in the home and community from theft, assault or violence
6. Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, knowing your rai/rayi kinship group
7. Having access to culturally appropriate services including traditional healers and feeling confident 
interacting with service providers 
8. Good family relations including giving and having support from family and friends, spending time with 
family and keeping in touch with family 
9. Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural events/storytelling, painting, dancing and 
singing
10. Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering bush tucker, eating bush tucker, fish and meat 
caught or hunted in season, sitting around the campfire telling stories and having a yarn 
11. Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends – reciprocity and obligation fulfillment to kin
12. Having a formal Western education
13. Knowing about Yawuru country – seasons, habitats, flora, fauna and bush medicine, fishing and hunting 
sites
14. Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, songs, lore, dance, sacred sites and law grounds
15. Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, kindness, responsibility, accountability and care for others and the 
environment 
16. Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how to return to balance or adapt when 
things are tough or rough
17. Having free or spare time and money for enjoyment, relaxation 
18. Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
19. Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural sites to practise culture and maintain 
connection to country
20. Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my country (Have control over decisions affecting 
me, my family, my community and country)
21. Feeling happy, confident, having a sense of purpose 
22. Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups in my community, at 
work, school, shire and community representatives
23. Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging, have equal opportunity for all
24. Giving back to my community/involvement in community through involvement in sports/church/men’s 
group/women’s group, attending and contributing to meetings 
25. Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as first, second or third language
Fig. 8.4. Relative ranking of aspects of Yawuru wellbeing by Block A and B
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Fig. 8.5. Relative ranking of aspects of Yawuru wellbeing by gender - Ranking by 
order of importance for Yawuru males (Block A)
Fig. 8.6. Relative ranking of aspects of Yawuru Wellbeing by gender – Ranking by 
order of importance for Yawuru males (Block B)
Note: See Fig. 8.4 for Object/Attribute Key
Note: See Fig. 8.4 for Object/Attribute Key
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Fig. 8.7. Attribute importance and standard deviation by Block
Note: Block A = 54 respondents, Block B = 69 respondents. 
          See Fig. 8.4 for Object/Attribute Key.
Fig. 8.8. Attribute importance and standard deviation by gender
Note:  Female = 68, Male = 49. 
           See Fig. 8.4 for Object/Attribute Key.
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While there are differences between blocks, a particular interest of this thesis is 
whether there are gendered differences in the priorities of wellbeing. Fig. 8.5 and 
Fig. 8.6 present the ranking of the Sqrt (M/L) for the total Yawuru population by 
gender for Block A and Block respectively. The two figures clearly show there are 
gendered differences in the priorities of wellbeing, though with some exceptions. 
Yawuru females in both Block A and B nominated feeling respected and showing 
respect to others as being important for their sense of wellbeing. This did not feature 
as the top five most important aspects for the wellbeing of Yawuru males. In Block 
A, having a strong and balanced spiritual centre, feeling safe at home and in the 
community, and having a western education were aspects of wellbeing which were 
ranked in the top five for both Yawuru males and females. 
For Block B, both Yawuru males and females ranked having good family relations as 
the most important aspect to their sense of wellbeing. Having a healthy body, having 
financial security, and living by Yawuru values were also important to the wellbeing 
of both Yawuru women and men. Having a strong identity was identified as being in 
the top five ranked attribute for Yawuru males in Block B. 
Figures 8.7 and 8.8 illustrate the heterogeneity in the selection of ‘most’ and ‘least’ 
important attributes in the BWS exercise through mean M-L scores at the individual 
level, along with their standard deviations (See Appendix 15 for the mean scores 
and standard deviations). There are several things to note from the two figures. The 
key issue points to the large standard deviation on the attributes, suggesting there is 
substantial heterogeneity in the selection of most and least important. Attributes or 
objects with a standard deviation above one is a signal of respondent heterogeneity 
(Mueller et al. 2008). 
There appears to be more heterogeneity amongst choices in Block B than Block 
A (See Fig. 8.7). In Block B, there were six attributes with standard deviation less 
than one, including living by Yawuru values, having good family relationships, 
having access to fishing and hunting spots, and feeling happy. The attributes 
with the largest standard deviations were having a western education, having 
good health, and speaking Yawuru language. In Block A, there were 12 attributes 
with a standard deviation less than one. They include having a balanced spiritual 
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centre and having a strong identity. Attributes with the largest standard deviation 
in Block A were feeling safe, having adequate housing conditions, having a 
meaningful job and feeling happy. 
The standard deviation is higher than one for most of the attributes with the 
exception of five attributes for Yawuru females and males (See Fig. 8.8). For Yawuru 
males, the exceptions were having access to culturally appropriate services, having 
good family relationships, participating in nurlu, living by Yawuru values, and 
having access to fishing spots and hunting grounds. For Yawuru females, they were 
knowing Yawuru country, and feeling respected and showing respect. This suggests 
that there is more heterogeneity in the preferences of Yawuru females compared with 
Yawuru males, albeit only marginally). There is less variation in the observed results 
by age group. There were two attributes where the standard deviation was less than 
one for both age groups under and over 35 years. The two attributes were having 
access to Yawuru country for fishing and hunting and practising culture and living 
by Yawuru values.
Implications
This chapter highlighted the use of BWS as a way of eliciting priorities and 
preferences of wellbeing as a potential methodology for setting the weights for a 
composite measure of wellbeing. There are several implications arising from this 
application of BWS in the Indigenous setting. The response rate of 80 per cent 
for the BWS component of the Yawuru Wellbeing Survey suggested that its use in 
eliciting priorities and preferences is quite feasible within the Indigenous context. 
There were, however, challenges that require further work or discussion, such as how 
to increase the response and completion rates. 
The most common feedback from the research team was that the survey was too 
long, there were too many choice sets, and that the respondents felt the exercise was 
repetitive. There was also a general sense that it was hard to pick the least important 
attribute, as found in the pilot study and in other BWS studies (Whitty et al. 2014; 
Flynn 2015; Ratcliffe et al. 2016). In the application of BWS with children, Flynn 
and colleagues as cited in Flynn (2015) raised some issues around the weak inverse 
relationship between the best and worst choices. 
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Although the pilot led to the survey being modified to provide clearer instructions, 
a consideration for the future is to perhaps split the selection of ‘most important’ 
and ‘least important’ into two separate questions for clarity. This could be done 
where the most important attribute selected is eliminated from available choice 
sets presented in the next question when the respondents are asked to pick the least 
important. However, this would double the number of questions asked in the BWS 
section and make it even more repetitive.
Feedback from some of the survey respondents was that it would have been easier 
to rank all the attributes from 1 to 25 instead of going through the iterative process 
of selecting from groups of five. This could be tested in future studies. The larger 
portion of missing observations appearing in the ‘least important’ choices could 
potentially be attributed to the difficulty of selecting least important. However, it 
is also plausible that the respondents did not realise they had to select two items 
from the choice set. Given the data was blocked into two groups, the analysis was 
undertaken separately by blocks to account for the number of the times an attribute 
was shown to the respondents of the respective blocks. This may be a limitation of 
the BWS design and analysis. Future work should test whether the blocking of the 
BWS survey had implications on the ranking of attributes. 
In earlier sections of this chapter, the different ways in which decisions can be 
made was discussed. It would appear that respondents utilise very different decision 
making processes, as outlined in Louviere et al. (2015). The way the question is 
framed matters in determining what model of decision process is undertaken by 
the individual. In this case, the individual was asked to select from the group of 
attributes which is ‘most’ important and which is ‘least’ important. The wording of 
the question in this manner does somewhat imply that individuals should first select 
the ‘most’ important followed by the ‘least’ important in a sequential manner.
In the occasional opportunities available to understand the process of selection 
during the interviews, I observed different models of the decision making process at 
work. Firstly, some individuals clearly picked out the ‘least’ important easily because 
that was the easiest choice to make. In some cases, individuals appeared to always 
pick a particular attribute when it was presented. For example, during one particular 
survey, due to the poor health of the individual at that point in time, when the 
attribute of healthy body was presented, it was almost always chosen. These 
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observations warrant future analysis by testing whether the ‘maxdiff’ or ‘sequential’ 
model may be more appropriate in the case of understanding Indigenous decision 
making in setting wellbeing priorities. 
A further issue raised by several participants was the wording of an individual sense 
of wellbeing versus the collective sense of wellbeing. One Yawuru male in particular 
noted that he had to keep reminding himself that is the focus was on his own sense 
of wellbeing but explained that if it was for Yawuru’s wellbeing, he might have 
made difference choices. This confirms the need to consider the individual versus 
collective sovereignty in the application of methodologies such as this (Adamowicz 
et al. 1998). Future work could involve returning back to the male and female focus 
groups to discuss and decide as a group, whether there is consensus in the ranking 
of attributes following the results from the BWS exercise. This two-stage process 
was undertaken during the selection of indicators when the individually selected 
indicators were presented back at the aggregate level to the group for validation. This 
allowed for both the individual and collective view be vocalised.
Most importantly, the results also suggest that there is substantial heterogeneity in 
the preferences. This is particularly true for females and those in the younger age 
group. This suggests that females and males or those in different age profiles have 
different preferences (Muhlbacher et al. 2016). This raises questions about potential 
ways forward for the research to investigate heterogeneity within the preferences by 
undertaking more complex analysis such as latent class or cluster analysis.
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Chapter 9
Learnings from Reflection and 
Experimentation
Revisiting the key issues in the literature 
At this juncture, it is useful to revisit the key issues this thesis has sought to explore 
before examining the findings across the different approaches. The apparent 
disconnect between policies aimed at improving indigenous wellbeing and 
indigenous expressions of wellbeing motivated the rationale for this thesis topic. In 
order to meaningfully embed wellbeing in policy, there is a need to first understand 
what objects are of value for wellbeing, and second to determine the importance 
attached to the object or objects (Sen 1987). In this thesis, the development of 
culturally relevant indicators of wellbeing was undertaken in two distinct parts. 
In the first part, existing approaches were extended by incorporating ‘culture’ 
and ‘context’ lenses in the framing of research questions and analyses, with the 
latter focused on place and gender. In the second part, an alternative approach for 
understanding indigenous wellbeing was explored. 
This chapter brings together the two distinct but interrelated parts to examine 
the overlap and divergence in the understanding and measurement of Indigenous 
wellbeing in Australia. This chapter serves to synthesise findings from previous 
chapters with the broader literature to determine the objects of value and the relative 
importance of these various objects to Indigenous wellbeing. 
From extending current approaches to an alternat ive 
approach 
There are several contributions arising from this thesis that cut across both 
content and process. My opening chapters questioned the use of existing tools and 
asked how these existing approaches can be better operationalised to understand 
indigenous wellbeing. This entailed using a broader evaluative space, extending the 
analysis through privileging context and culture, and examining the usefulness and 
Yap286
appropriateness of composite indices and self-related happiness and psychological 
distress scores for understanding Indigenous wellbeing in Australia. In using existing 
approaches, several methodological and data limitations were outlined. In particular, 
the functionality of the data currently used to inform the needs of indigenous 
polities and collectives, and the utility of some existing metrics in a cross-cultural 
context were questioned. 
These questions paved the way for the next two contributions of the thesis, which 
were developed in Chapters 7 and 8. The case study in these two chapters focused 
on developing a methodology or process which privileges voices on the ground, 
co-constructing knowledge with the Yawuru people of Broome. This was to 
ensure that the information and data generated are functional for community use, 
and not just for policy makers and national statistics agencies. The participatory 
sequential mixed-methods approach provided an opportunity to bring into direct 
contact the substantive and evaluative components of wellbeing, arguing for the 
importance of knowing the limitations of what we currently measure and knowing 
what we should measure. 
The contributions offered by the case study are, firstly, how culture and context 
matter in the translation process of transmuting conceptions of wellbeing 
into wellbeing measures, and secondly, in the evaluation of wellbeing, how 
existing measures can better reflect the underlying social realities of indigenous 
understandings of wellbeing and also privilege such ways. Given the extensive 
process of primary data collection, what does this information reveal beyond what is 
already available through existing approaches and datasets? 
With this in mind, the next section will examine the findings from Part II and Part 
III to determine whether the objects of value considered in these approaches are 
representative of the Yawuru people’s own experience of wellbeing. Following that, 
the findings will further inform whether the relative importance derived through 
the setting of weights and through examining statistical associations reflect the 
importance that Indigenous people attach to various objects of value. Finally, this 
chapter will argue for the importance of contextualising the findings from the 
alternative approach to ensure that the interactions and temporality of wellbeing 
conceptions can be revealed. 
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Reflecting on and extending current approaches 
What are the objects of  value? 
In the GRIFIA (Basic), the objects of valuation included a standard set of 
indicators across the domains of acquiring knowledge, health, and standard of 
living. Two additional domains of connectedness and identity were included in the 
GRIFIA (Expanded) to reflect the importance of those dimensions to Indigenous 
wellbeing in the literature, thereby accounting for the importance of culture, 
albeit in a limited sense given the limitations of available data. The inclusion of 
the two domains to reflect the objects of value for Indigenous wellbeing resulted 
in substantial differences in the ranking of Indigenous males across different 
regions. In evaluating Indigenous subjective wellbeing and Indigenous social and 
emotional wellbeing (SEWB), self-reported happiness and psychological distress 
scores were deemed first and foremost to be the objects of value, and therefore 
factors which resulted in higher self-reported happiness and lower psychological 
distress may be worthy of policy attention.    
What is  the importance attached to the objects?
The weights that are attached to the objects contained within the respective 
GRIFIAs provided an indication of the relative importance of the various objects. In 
the GRIFIA (Expanded), two sets of weights were applied, namely equal weights and 
statistical weights using Principal Component Analysis (PCA). There are underlying 
assumptions in both processes. Firstly, the setting of equal weights assumed that all 
aspects were of equal importance irrespective of the possible overlap or crossover 
between the different aspects. In PCA, the factors which were correlated with 
each other tended to be accounted for, thereby reducing the possibility of double 
counting. However, the factors that were not highly correlated with other indicators 
tended to receive a lower weighting in the analysis. 
In particular, for GRIFIA (Basic), the components of education and standard 
of living contributed more towards the composite index than health. This was 
true for both Indigenous males and females. However, in GRIFIA (Expanded), 
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the introduction of the two additional dimensions resulted in a change in the 
importance attached to the various dimensions of the composite index, especially for 
Indigenous males. 
Leaving aside the question of whether happiness and psychological distress are 
useful metrics for understanding Indigenous wellbeing, findings from the NATSISS 
suggest that employment, health, education, social support and Indigenous language 
are associated with higher self-reported happiness and lower psychological distress. 
However, while housing circumstances contribute negatively to the GRIFIA, the 
association between housing circumstances and self-reported happiness is positive. 
There are also many factors associated with happiness and lower psychological 
distress that are not captured in the GRIFIA at all. They include safety, autonomy, 
presence of life stressors, and the importance of and ability to attend cultural events. 
The statistical association between the social, economic and cultural factors with 
higher frequency of self-reported happiness and lower psychological distress can 
serve as proxies to reveal the relative importance of these factors.
The objects of value included in the analysis using existing approaches are confined 
to the measures available in current datasets. How does an alternative approach of 
understanding wellbeing from the ground up inform the objects of value so that 
the measures that follow to evaluate wellbeing are more relevant? In considering 
the findings from both existing approaches and the alternative approach, and how 
these could be brought together in a meaningful way, a number of questions emerge. 
In terms of understanding what constitutes Indigenous wellbeing, how does a 
bottom-up context-specific articulation of wellbeing, which starts with Indigenous 
worldviews, enable a more nuanced understanding of Indigenous wellbeing? More 
specifically, are there similarities between both approaches that could be used to 
inform a global framework of Indigenous wellbeing? A further important issue is 
to determine whether self-reported happiness and psychological distress are useful 
metrics for evaluating wellbeing in the Indigenous context, and therefore are 
important agendas for Indigenous policy. 
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An alternative bottom-up approach: Yawuru case study
The importance of  context and culture in conceptual is ing 
wel lbeing 
The question of universality in conceptions of wellbeing has implications for both 
the selection of dimensions of wellbeing, and the associated indicators to quantify 
and measure wellbeing. In previous chapters, the various ways that selection of 
dimensions of wellbeing can occur was outlined, ranging from using existing data to 
drawing on theory to asking the individual. 
Consistent with the literature review, findings from the Yawuru case study suggest 
that the broader themes of connectedness, completeness, control, culture and 
country are all key characteristics of Indigenous wellbeing. The importance of 
self-determination, striking a balance between two worlds, and the rights and 
responsibilities arising from Indigenous peoples’ enduring and strong connection 
to land and culture were salient in both the Yawuru narratives and the broader 
literature. The participatory approach of understanding wellbeing from a Yawuru 
perspective demonstrated the nuanced complexities of their worldview. In using 
a conceptual framework which brought together the capability approach and 
Indigenous worldviews, the pathways to understanding what promotes and hinders 
Yawuru’s ability to achieve and maintain those important aspects of wellbeing were 
explored. Whilst the impact of colonisation is not uncommon in the descriptions 
of wellbeing for many Indigenous peoples, the unique experience of Yawuru in 
Broome, with its history of pearling and the interweaving of cultures and peoples 
mean that wellbeing for many Yawuru men and women is often described by 
explicitly invoking that history. An example of this is reporting of Indonesian, 
Japanese, Latin and Malay as languages learnt as a child in the Yawuru Wellbeing 
Survey (Yap and Yu 2016, p69). 
Understanding the Yawuru conception of wellbeing also extends to the unique 
position of Yawuru as traditional owners of Broome. While self-determination is 
a major theme in the literature on wellbeing, for Yawuru, the position of being 
native title holders strengthens and complicates their ability to navigate the 
pathway towards achieving their own wellbeing while respecting and taking into 
consideration the wellbeing of neighbouring families and the broader Broome 
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community. As a result, indicators which emerged within the rights and self-
determination aspect of wellbeing included having the opportunities to have a say 
over management of country and its resources. The narratives by Yawuru women 
and men also highlight the sharing of Yawuru culture as expressions of Yawuru 
self-determination, to inform the wider Australian community about the rich and 
unique history of Australia’s First Peoples (Yap and Yu 2016a, p58). 
Culture, as argued in this thesis, is not only a constituent of wellbeing but a means 
towards wellbeing. However, culture further matters in the construction of wellbeing 
knowledge. The recognition of different ways of knowing Indigenous wellbeing 
means that the conception of wellbeing for Yawuru begins with mabu liyan or good 
feelings. While this concept is probably shared with other Indigenous groups, there 
are aspects related to liyan which are not articulated within the broader literature. 
Using liyan as the starting point to understand Yawuru’s wellbeing is a further 
strength of the particularistic perspective. 
The qualitative findings described in Chapter 7 provide evidence of the importance 
of mainstream measures such as education and employment. Although these are 
reflected in global themes and also in government policy, the fact that the measures 
were grounded in the narratives from Yawuru women and men has the strength of 
validating those measures, rather than them being imposed from the outside. More 
importantly, the indicators of wellbeing which might be considered mainstream, 
such as western education and formal employment, were often highlighted by 
Yawuru as being important in the context of facilitating autonomy rather than 
being important for attaining a higher standard of living. For example, Yawuru men 
talked about the importance of education in enabling Indigenous representation in 
government to strengthen Indigenous voices and input into local and national issues. 
The participatory nature of the process for Yawuru meant that there are particular 
localised factors which may or may not apply in universal frameworks of 
wellbeing. For example, the evidence suggests connectedness is important for many 
indigenous and non-indigenous peoples around the world. But for Australia’s 
Indigenous peoples, connectedness extends beyond just relationships to the broader 
environment and natural world. As such, connection to land and sea country has 
Yap 291
fundamental importance. More specifically, for Yawuru, as saltwater people, there 
are many layers to understanding how this connection is experienced and articulated 
in relation to sea country. Connectedness is not seen as a choice to be undertaken 
as and when one pleases, but is described as a responsibility which arises from the 
creation and creator-ancestor stories. That responsibility carries with it a duty to 
look after country, to fulfil reciprocal relationships with kin and family through the 
sharing and receiving of catch and kill, and importantly, the transmission of the 
knowledge and stories for the generations to come. 
Table 9.1 shows responses from Yawuru men and women to questions about 
aspects of their relationship to land and sea country, and it is evident that some 
of these aspects of connectedness are reflected in the analysis in Chapter 5 using 
the NATSISS, such as participating in hunting and fishing. There are however, 
dimensions which extend beyond what is available in existing data, such as the 
sharing and receiving of catch and kill and having access to fishing and hunting sites 
on country. This brings us to the next important aspect, which is the concept of 
happiness as the object of value for evaluating Indigenous wellbeing. 
Table 9.1. The social and cultural dimensions of fishingand hunting for Yawuru 
women and men 
Activity 18-28 29-44 45 plus
M F M F M F
Learnt how to hunt and fish 100.0 93.3 100.0 91.2 100.0 97.1
Feel able to access county to hunt and 
fish
77.8 70.0 85.0 82.4 75.0 88.2
Knowing about hunting and fishing 72.2 66.7 75.0 47.1 90.0 79.4
Fished and hunted at least some of the 
time 
88.9 66.7 75.0 79.4 80.0 79.4
Receive catch and kill from family/friends 88.9 86.7 80.0 76.5 90.0 94.1
Share catch and kill with family/friends 75.0 86.7 84.2 67.6 85.0 94.1
Satisfaction with catch and kill quality 70.6 63.3 85.0 67.6 95.0 85.3
Source: (Yap and Yu 2016a)
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Happiness and psychological  distress:  Objects of  value for 
Indigenous wel lbeing?
Whilst happiness has been used cross-culturally and advocated as a useful metric for 
capturing subjective experiences of wellbeing, there remains a question of whether the 
pursuit of increased happiness is an appropriate policy agenda in relation to Indigenous 
wellbeing. A similar argument could be made for the use of psychological distress to 
understand social and emotional wellbeing for Indigenous Australians. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, some Yawuru individuals described happiness as one of the 
ways in which liyan is expressed. This is not unexpected given that linguistically, 
liyan is feelings. However, the descriptions and stories arising from a Yawuru’s 
conception of liyan and wellbeing did not always signify positive feelings. As noted 
in some of the narratives, liyan was often both high and low during sorry business, 
for example, and in some cases wellbeing is achieved when liyan is balanced, not 
necessarily good. There are instances, such as disruptions to country, where liyan 
will be bad. In minimising bad liyan, a comfortable medium might be achieved, not 
necessarily positive feelings. As noted in Chapter 7, good management and input 
into how country is managed within the context of development pressures is one 
avenue in which liyan can be better, but not necessarily make people happier. 
Starting with liyan as the Yawuru philosophy of living well means we must 
understand expressions of health and wellbeing through a different lens. As noted in 
earlier chapters, social and emotional wellbeing is an important aspect of Indigenous 
health which recognises the historical experience of Indigenous communities around 
Australia. The use of K-5 rather than the K-10 pointed to an approach of ensuring 
cultural appropriateness in assessing social and emotional wellbeing for Indigenous 
Australians (Jorm et al. 2012). However, the use of K-5 does not go far enough 
to capture the spiritual and cultural aspects of SEWB. Drawing on the narratives 
by Yawuru women and men on liyan and wellbeing, a series of statements were 
developed as described in Chapter 7 that served as the basis for the 2015 Yawuru 
Wellbeing Survey.
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As seen in Figure 9.1, aspects that relate to wellbeing for Yawuru include feeling proud 
and confident of one’s identity, feeling respected, and feeling loved and cared for. The 
connection to country and culture is also demonstrated in the statements relating to 
feeling deeply connected to one’s culture and one’s environment and surroundings. 
Future research will involve exploring the development of a liyan scale which may 
complement the existing suite of subjective or social and emotional wellbeing measures 
such as self-reported happiness and psychological distress measures. 
Whose prior i t ies:  Informing the weights with Indigenous 
people’s voices
As mentioned in earlier chapters, the weighting applied to different indicators of 
wellbeing implies the level of importance attached to those aspects. For the most 
part, weighting methodologies tend to assume every aspect of wellbeing is important 
Fig. 9.1. Sense of belonging, purpose, identity and connectedness for Yawuru 
women and men 
Source: (Yap and Yu 2016a)
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or, when using statistical weights, aspects with the highest correlation are controlled 
for to avoid double counting. In the GRIFIA, the loading of the PCA served as 
weights for the composite measure. In the NATSISS analysis, the relative importance 
of dimensions of wellbeing was inferred through the statistical associations between 
various factors and the dependent variable of interest. 
Table 9.2 brings together the factors with the largest coefficients with self-
reported happiness in the NATSISS from Chapter 5, the top ranked attributes 
from the Yawuru case study from Block A and B and the GRIFIA domains. This 
is undertaken to provide a very simple comparison which highlights potential 
discrepancies between asking someone what is most important for their wellbeing 
and looking at statistical associations to infer what aspects are highly correlated with 
the underlying concept of wellbeing.
Using default existing data, one is restricted in measuring what objects are of value. 
This can be seen in the GRIFIA, where the dimensions of interest are primarily 
within the domains of standard of living, health, knowledge, connectedness, and 
identity. In the Yawuru case study, there was the opportunity to derive measures 
of wellbeing from Yawuru’s own conceptions, thereby generating potentially new 
measures. Furthermore, the case study introduced BWS by asking directly which 
aspects of wellbeing were most important and least important for the wellbeing of 
Yawuru women and men.
Across the three columns in Table 9.2, it is evident that there are some similarities 
across the different approaches. Each set of analysis highlights the importance of 
health and standard of living to one’s sense of wellbeing. The BWS results also 
suggest that those aspects are important for the Yawuru sense of wellbeing. In 
the GRIFIA, employment and standard of living make the highest contribution. 
These were also associated with higher frequency of self-reported happiness in the 
NATSISS, and selected as being important for the Yawuru sense of wellbeing. 
From a self-determination perspective, having a say presented as having a high 
association with self-reported happiness in the NATSISS results. Within the Yawuru 
survey, feeling respected by family, Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples were 
important aspects of self-determination. However, this concept was not available for 
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Table 9.2. GRIFIA dimensions, NATSISS correlates of self-reported happiness and 
ranking of Yawuru priorities 
GRIFIA (Expanded) NATSISS 
Dependent variable – self-
reported happiness
Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 
What is most important 
and least importance to 
your sense of wellbeing?
Year 12 schooling Self-assessed health status Healthy body to enjoy life
Degree qualifications Has a core activity restriction Having financial security to 
support yourself and family
Manager or professional Feeling safe at home during 
day and night
Feeling safe in the home and 
community
Employed full-time Feel able to have a say on 
important issues with family 
and friends
Feeling respected and show 
respect to family and others
Individual income higher than 
the Australian median
Victim of physical or threatened 
violence
Adequate housing conditions
Living in a dwelling requiring 
extra bedroom
Lives in remote Australia Good family relations
Has a core activity restriction Employed Having a strong identity
Providing unpaid child care Stressors Having a balanced spiritual 
centre
Providing unpaid assistance Feel able to have a say 
on important issues with 
community
Living by Yawuru values
Main language spoken at home 
is Indigenous
Feel able to trust people in 
general
Having a formal Western 
education
Note: The listed objects are not in any particular order or rank.
inclusion in the GRIFIA. Having a balanced spiritual centre was also to importance 
for Yawuru males and females, but this was not an aspect necessarily captured in 
the GRIFIA or the NATSISS. Sustaining good family relationships was one of top 
10 aspects of Yawuru’s wellbeing. Although the NATSISS captured connections in 
terms of getting support and providing support to family and friends and frequency 
of contact, for Yawuru, the indicator included describing the strength of family 
relationships and connections (Yap and Yu 2016a). 
The evaluative space for the NATSISS to some extent incorporated the capabilities 
of Indigenous individuals in achieving wellbeing. Although the questions examined 
were limited, the ability to attend cultural events and ceremonies as often as one 
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likes was statistically correlated with self-reported happiness. In the Yawuru context, 
having access to country was also an important capability identified and prioritised 
in the survey. 
Whilst there is an abundant literature aimed at examining what makes people happy 
and thus improving one’s wellbeing, the narratives from a local Yawuru perspective 
point to happiness as being one component of wellbeing, not necessarily always the 
outcome of interest. Feeling happy was ranked ninth overall for being important to 
wellbeing for Yawuru. 
The importance of context and culture in evaluating 
wellbeing 
In using existing approaches to evaluate wellbeing, culture and context were accounted 
for through gender and place. While the GRIFIA (Expanded) includes a broader 
evaluative space, it assumes that objects of value are the same across all regions 
irrespective of gender and remoteness. The various components, however, had a 
different loading and the value of the components differed for Indigenous males and 
females. The NATSISS findings suggest that some of the relationships differ depending 
on gender and remoteness. For example, income was an important contributor to 
both GRIFIAs. In the NATSISS analysis, income had no statistical association with 
self-reported happiness when the analysis was undertaken by gender and remoteness. 
Furthermore, while employment was an important object of value in the GRIFIA, 
in examining the relationship between employment and psychological distress, 
employment was statistically important in all contexts except for Indigenous males 
living in remote Australia. The importance of contextualising our understanding of 
wellbeing is critical. This is true in terms of contextualising the analysis within the 
Yawuru case study as well, so that the two interconnected phases of the mixed-methods 
approach provide a more nuanced understanding of Yawuru wellbeing. 
The Yawuru case study was introduced to challenge our mindset, conditionings 
and the way we think about evidence and what constitutes evidence. In particular, 
the aim of the case study was to demonstrate that the questions of who counts, 
whose wellbeing, and who determines priorities largely set the agenda of how 
wellbeing is defined and what is measured. This goes to the heart of power relations, 
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which imbue the way knowledge is generated. As a result, the case study explored 
the development of a methodology whereby individuals partake from their own 
experience, thereby co-producing knowledge. This enables those on the ground to be 
empowered by their own data (Chambers 1997; Hecker 1997). 
The use of BWS to determine priorities and elicit weights is not necessarily the end 
of the process of understanding Yawuru wellbeing. There is a need to contextualise 
the ranking of wellbeing priorities to understand why certain choices are made. 
Chapter 8 provided the ranking of Yawuru aspects of wellbeing by block and gender. 
Across the two blocks, the ranking of the attributes suggested that good family 
relations and having a balanced spiritual centre were important aspects of wellbeing 
for Yawuru. Other important attributes in the top 10 include having a healthy body 
to enjoy life, having financial security, feeling safe at home and in the community, 
living by Yawuru values and feeling respected and showing respect. At the other end 
of the spectrum, the attributes which were ranked at the lower end were giving back 
to the community, having spare time and money, enjoying an environment free from 
pollution, and speaking and understanding the Yawuru language.
At first glance, it was surprising to see speaking Yawuru language as the bottom 
of the ranking given that the importance of language was mentioned by several 
members of the community. Furthermore, giving back to community, having access 
to country and having a say on what happens on country were repeated by many 
Yawuru women and men, which appears to contradict the lower ranking of those 
factors. While many Yawuru men and women noted the importance of giving back 
to community, that attribute did not feature highly in the ranking. One possible 
explanation could be that many Yawuru women and men are also participating in 
community activities through involvement in sporting groups and contributing 
through their work in a more formal capacity. 
In terms of the language ranking, when the interviews were carried out, a very 
important elder and one of the few remaining fluent Yawuru language speakers 
had just passed away, making the issue of language prominent in local narratives. 
Furthermore, three years on, the Language Centre is now fully up and running, and 
the number of teachers trained to teach Yawuru language has grown. There is also 
a Yawuru language app available for those living remotely, and Yawuru language is 
now taught at all Broome schools. Yawuru as a collective and as individuals have 
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made significant inroads towards revitalising a language which was once at risk 
of being lost. If the findings from the BWS are taken at face value, it would be 
easy to make the assumption that language is unimportant and this could lead to 
complacency in keeping the language alive. Instead, the importance of context in 
interpreting the BWS results is critical in understanding their wider meaning. 
Whilst the aspects of wellbeing emerging from the case study were grounded in 
Yawuru narratives, it is important to bear in mind that the interviews and focus 
groups were undertaken in 2013 and the survey was conducted in 2015. Almost 
three years elapsed between the indicator selection and the administration of the 
survey. Depending on the particular temporal context, there is likely to be variation 
in the level of importance attributed to various aspects. There are however, salient 
aspects of wellbeing which are reinforced and supported in all aspects of the case 
study. For example, the centrality and importance of family as a unit of analysis and 
the place where liyan is achieved and maintained is evident in both narratives and 
BWS findings. Furthermore the high ranking of being respected for Yawuru females 
supports the focus group experience in which the women spent a substantial amount 
of time clarifying and refining the indicator from ‘feeling respected’ to ‘being 
respected’ for the Yawuru Wellbeing Framework. 
Most importantly, the apparent contradictions between narratives and survey 
findings point to a concept of wellbeing which is temporal, dynamic, highly 
contextual and changing. The complexity of wellbeing implies that using a 
combination of qualitative approaches such as in-depth interviews together with 
quantitative tools enables the examination of wellbeing to occur to its fuller potential 
and allow for the nuances, local particularities, consistencies and discrepancies to be 
better understood. This can only serve to strengthen measures and indicators used to 
represent Indigenous wellbeing, so that the link between data and policy is further 
aligned and policies aimed at improving Indigenous wellbeing on the ground are 
better informed. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion - Towards 
culturally relevant indicators of 
Indigenous wellbeing
Not everything that counts can be counted and not everything that 
can be counted counts.
— William Bruce Cameron
Introduction
At the start of this thesis, the following observations were made. Wellbeing metrics 
are increasingly omnipresent as wellbeing becomes cemented as an important 
concept of human progress as well as a policy focus in Australia and internationally. 
Many of the existing wellbeing metrics are quantitative in nature, included as part 
of the monitoring dashboards because they fulfil the criteria of data availability and 
comparability across different population groups and contexts. Although many of 
these metrics provide estimates of basic human rights that are universally desired, 
the use of one set of measures across different contexts and populations obscures the 
diversity and distinctiveness of indigenous lived experiences and worldviews. 
Despite the voluminous data on the ‘Indigenous population’ of Australia, there is 
a lack of knowledge on what living well means for ‘Indigenous people’. There is 
also a growing divide between information collected for the purpose of informing 
government decision making and the information needs of Indigenous polities and 
language groups like the Yawuru who want to make decisions to improve their own 
wellbeing. Two reasons were given for this state of affairs. Firstly, there is insufficient 
information and data on what constitutes Indigenous wellbeing. Secondly, there 
have been few attempts at developing appropriate methodologies for understanding 
and measuring Indigenous wellbeing compounded by the power structures which 
persists (Walter 2013; 2016). As a result, the substantive and evaluative aspects 
of wellbeing have been the subject of separate domains of research, with minimal 
conversation between the two. 
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Taylor (2008) has conceptualised the nexus between policy, data and methods as 
occurring in the recognition space. Aligning these elements will not only accurately 
capture notions of wellbeing for Indigenous peoples, but have the potential to 
inform government reporting frameworks. That is the point of entry for this thesis 
which makes both conceptual and methodological contributions to the literature 
by bringing into contact the substantive and evaluative aspects of wellbeing thereby 
aligning ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ of wellbeing metrics. 
The chapters of the thesis have sought to demonstrate that substantive and evaluative 
aspects of wellbeing must be based on an understanding of culture and context. 
This is not merely a concern with how they matter in the conception of wellbeing 
and the framing of wellbeing evaluation, but of critical concern in this thesis is the 
relevance of culture and context in the underlying methodologies that are employed 
to construct knowledge about wellbeing. 
The evidence from the literature surveyed in this thesis indicates that wellbeing is 
multifaceted, and contextually and culturally constructed, and as a result is highly 
subjective and difficult to define. In turn, how wellbeing is conceptualised influences 
the associated measures and indicators used to represent and evaluate wellbeing. The 
literature on Indigenous wellbeing clearly points to features such the importance of 
self-determination, connectedness to the natural environment, sense of identity and 
the collective not just individual sense of wellbeing. Yet many of the existing tools 
and metrics used to examine indigenous wellbeing tend to be narrowly framed from 
existing surveys and are not necessarily appropriate in a cross-cultural context. The 
resulting data often fuels a deficit discourse under the guise of providing a value-
free impartial and objective assessment grounded in robust scientific methods. This 
is partly due to the difficulty in navigating the opposing pull of ‘relevance’ and 
‘usability’ in understanding and evaluating indigenous wellbeing, with the focus on 
the latter resulting in a tendency to default to existing datasets. 
This thesis had the ambitious aim of developing culturally relevant indicators of 
Indigenous wellbeing to address the challenge of navigating the tension between 
‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ as posed by Sen (1987). Furthermore, a central concern 
of the thesis relates to ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ for whom and for what purpose 
are wellbeing data created. I sought to understand Indigenous wellbeing by firstly 
extending current approaches through incorporating Indigenous worldviews in 
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the framing of wellbeing evaluation. Prioritising Indigenous perspectives in the 
utilisation of existing datasets improves the likelihood that the measures developed 
do justice to the culture and context specific wellbeing experience of Indigenous 
peoples. That is, ‘relevance’ is not lost entirely in the process of creating ‘usability’. As 
an approach, it is a step in the direction of making visible the aspects of Indigenous 
wellbeing which tend to be at the margins of ‘usability’ accounts. But ultimately, 
such an approach remains imperfect. Conceptualising and measuring Indigenous 
wellbeing that is both relevant and usable requires an alternative approach. 
This alternative approach means a shift in power relations that empowers Indigenous 
agency. As Smith (2012, p196) argues ‘When indigenous peoples become the 
researchers and not merely the researched, the activity of research is transformed. 
Questions are framed differently, priorities are ranked differently, problems are 
defined differently and people participate on different terms’. This necessitates a 
fundamentally different starting point from what is considered the norm in the 
academy, to one that privileges Indigenous worldviews, recognises the existence 
of a different way of understanding Indigenous wellbeing and reveals the cultural, 
geographical and context diversity of Indigenous conceptions of wellbeing. At this 
point of the thesis journey, there are some issues which warrant a brief discussion 
to bring the thesis to a conclusion. These relate to conceptual issues, process and 
implications. I will turn to these topics and provide a brief discussion under these 
headings, with a particular focus in each on relevance and usability. 
Conceptual issues
The literature review in Chapter 2 outlined the common approaches in 
conceptualising wellbeing: basic needs, the Capability Approach, subjective 
wellbeing, and health and wellbeing. The findings in Chapter 5 and Chapter 7 
suggest that Indigenous conceptions of wellbeing both intersect with and diverge 
from the broader wellbeing literature. As noted in Chapter 9, many of the objects of 
value included in the composite measure GRIFIA were also important associations 
of self-reported happiness and psychological distress for Indigenous Australians. 
However, the expanded model in the NATSISS also highlighted other features of 
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Indigenous subjective wellbeing and Indigenous social and emotional wellbeing not 
captured in the Australian census, such as participating in cultural activities and 
speaking an Indigenous language. 
In contrast to the GRIFIA and NATSISS examples, the Yawuru case study provided 
a more nuanced understanding of wellbeing from a localised, culturally informed 
and context specific perspective. While some of the broader themes arising from 
the case study overlap with the themes in the literature review as well as the analysis 
in Chapter 5, the grounding of indicators and measures using Yawuru narratives 
provided a much richer understanding of the various themes. This is evident in the 
capturing of social and cultural dimensions of fishing and hunting beyond those 
currently collected in the NATSISS such as the sharing and receiving of catch and 
kill and also indigenous ecological knowledge. 
The findings from extending current approaches and using an alternative approach 
both point to Indigenous wellbeing as cutting across all the different approaches 
identified in Chapter 2. For example, the findings suggest that having basic needs 
met is important for experiencing wellbeing and this includes health as an important 
dimension of wellbeing. How a person perceives their life is going is also important, 
suggesting that subjective wellbeing measures need to be considered in parallel 
with the standard socioeconomic indicators currently captured in many wellbeing 
frameworks. Another key finding in the thesis is that the freedom to achieve 
different dimensions of wellbeing is fundamental to the experience of wellbeing, 
validating the major tenets of the Capabilities Approach used in the research. 
Importantly, the alternative approach strongly suggests that what is considered 
to be important basic needs and what might constitute subjective wellbeing for 
Indigenous Australians is highly contextual and culturally constructed. This implies 
there are subtle but important differences which may be invisible when universal 
frameworks are used to compare outcomes across different groups of people and 
countries. Perhaps most importantly, the application of a universal top-down 
framework across diverse circumstances undermines the fundamental importance 
attached to meaningful participation of Indigenous Australians in defining wellbeing 
to better inform policies aimed at improving their wellbeing. This brings us to the 
next important topic for reflection, process. 
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The Research Process
In Chapters 2 and 3, the importance of context and historical experiences of 
Indigenous Australians were highlighted as central to understanding wellbeing. This 
includes understanding that power relations and culture permeate research processes 
and research methodologies. As a result, the thesis was concerned with developing 
research methodologies which sought to prioritise Indigenous worldviews and 
facilitate meaningful participation of Indigenous peoples in the research process, 
methodology and analysis, as part of the broader decolonisation process. 
Building on the established body of work examining Indigenous wellbeing, the 
thesis first reflected on and extended existing approaches and datasets to demonstrate 
the importance of accommodating culture and context in the framing of research 
questions and interpretation of findings. In extending the current approaches to 
understanding Indigenous wellbeing, the following observations were made. First, 
expanding the analysis to a broader evaluative perspective generates important 
conceptual and empirical insights. This was evident in the GRIFIA (Expanded) for 
Indigenous males, where the introduction of connectedness to others in terms of 
providing care and support and identity in the composite measure resulted in very 
different contributions of various dimensions to the underlying measure. 
While existing secondary data allows for the examination of national and regional 
patterns of wellbeing and the understanding of individual wellbeing nationally, much 
of the analysis is limited in terms of functionality for groups like Yawuru who want 
to monitor their own wellbeing according to their worldviews. This is partly due to 
the tension between what might be considered functional for statistical agencies and 
policy makers (universality and comparability) versus what may be fit for purpose for 
Indigenous peoples (localised and capturing their distinct lived realities). 
The Yawuru case study, provided a unique opportunity for primary data collection 
from inception to completion. To the best of my knowledge, no other Aboriginal 
community in Australia to date would have a baseline set of data on their 
wellbeing, drawn from their worldviews and developed from their narratives and 
participation. The Yawuru-specific baseline data, which takes into account their 
historical experiences and current contemporary challenges, will help inform their 
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development agenda into the future. This will be critically important as Yawuru 
embark on rebuilding the Yawuru nation across social, cultural and economic 
dimensions following their native title determination. 
The Yawuru case study was an attempt to highlight the importance of context, 
both geographical and cultural, the importance of strength-based approaches and 
the importance of exercising self-determination through active and meaningful 
participation of Yawuru women and men in the co-production of knowledge on 
liyan and their sense of wellbeing. Starting with mabu liyan, and interweaving 
Yawuru articulations of mabu liyan and wellbeing into the process of developing 
and validating wellbeing indicators with Yawuru women and men, young and old, 
was an endeavour to be inclusive and transparent yet recognise the importance of 
the collective, not just the individual. Furthermore, the potential capacity building 
offered by the research methodology included both myself, the doctoral student 
and the community, ensuring that different ways of knowing, both Aboriginal and 
Western academic-based, were brought together in a way that bring usability and 
relevance closer in a space of mutual recognition.
In an endeavour such as this, there are clearly challenges to overcome and also 
learnings to be gained. The investment required in both time and resources was 
extensive and intensive on both sides. Of fundamental importance has been the 
building of trust and relationships with the Yawuru community over time in a 
respectful manner to ensure that the research process was not a further tool of 
disempowerment. This required timely feedback to community members on research 
findings alongside other research requirements to make sure that accountability 
and integrity are maintained and sharing of knowledge is not one off. Thus 
accountability is due not only to the academy but also to Indigenous communities 
who shared their time and knowledge. 
The employment of local Indigenous research assistants was invaluable to the study. 
They provided local knowledge for locating Yawuru women and men and feedback 
on the research process in terms of the data collection methods and instruments. 
This included insights into the ease of comprehension and cultural appropriateness 
of the survey questions. While the engagement of a local team provided access to 
community members, the research assistants noted difficulties working with other 
Yap 307
family members or interviewing family members. A further challenge was engaging 
male research assistants, and the effort expended on this may have helped facilitate 
engagement with Yawuru male participants in the survey sample. 
Mutual capacity building is an important component of the research process. The 
capacity building outcomes have been outlined in Chapter 7 and 8. A critical aspect of 
the research methodology was providing an opportunity for Yawuru women and men 
to participate and have their voices heard and embedded in the resulting measures. The 
iterative approach to constructing and revisiting research methods allowed for Yawuru 
input to be embedded throughout the process of indicator development. 
My own capacity was built in significant ways. I came to understand how research 
process and methods were shaped by my worldviews and standpoint, particularly 
aspects such as the coding of themes from interview transcriptions and the 
generation of the initial pool of questions and indicators. I needed to be cognisant 
that the processes of documenting the stories shared with me and translating 
them to indicators were permeated by and imbued with my understanding and 
interactions with those who shared their stories with me. That translation process 
was shaped by my worldviews and experiences both professionally and personally. 
As a result, constant reflexivity was necessary. Working close with the Yawuru people 
during the research was integral to this process of reflection. In a later part of this 
chapter, I briefly reflect on Eunice Yu’s perception of the case study as part of the 
process of reflexivity. 
Impl icat ions of  the research for Indigenous communit ies
There are implications flowing from the research across multiple sectors, particularly 
from Indigenous communities to researchers and policy makers. Many Indigenous 
communities have initiated a process of challenging existing frameworks and policies 
through articulating who they are and expressing their aspirations for their wellbeing 
as the First Peoples of this country. For Indigenous communities, the research 
methodology and findings developed here provide a tool for developing, measuring 
and collecting wellbeing information based on Indigenous peoples’ worldviews and 
aspirations. In particular, as more Indigenous groups secure native title, the tools 
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developed in this research can assist Indigenous groups to ascertain the impacts 
of native title settlements and monitor how their wellbeing is changing over time 
according to benchmarks set by themselves. 
The research output also provides Yawuru with critical information for proactive 
negotiation at the table with multiple stakeholders, rather than simply receiving 
information at the margins. The Yawuru Community Wellbeing Report and related 
information is now an important data source informing the Broome Urban Renewal 
Strategy and a key guiding document for negotiating with the Western Australian 
state government departments. The research process also ensured that Yawuru have 
ownership over the process and data and a resulting outcome of this ownership is the 
production of data fit for their purpose and functional for their needs. 
Impl icat ions from the research for research process,  pol icy 
development and pract ice
This thesis served to challenge the ‘business as usual’ process of developing culturally 
relevant indicators of wellbeing, arguing that measures can better capture the voices 
of Indigenous people through meaningful operation of the recognition space. This 
hinges on an important question raised in Chapter 2 relating to what comes first – 
determining the indicators and collecting the data required or looking at existing 
data and deriving a pool of proxy measures. The order clearly matters and, as 
illuminated in this thesis, so too does the process. 
Meaningful engagement in the recognition space is not merely about making 
visible Yawuru worldviews, but importantly, making visible the things that matter 
to Yawuru in a language that government and policy makers understand and can 
respond to (Yap and Yu 2016). This can serve to better inform the Indigenous 
policy landscape about the rich and unique experiences of Australia’s First Peoples, 
and their priorities and aspirations. In turn, the ensuing policies designed and 
delivered to improve Indigenous wellbeing may cease to focus on a narrow set 
of outcomes, informed by a set of dominant values. The production and use of 
indicators to represent and monitor the lived circumstances of Indigenous peoples 
is not likely to disappear. What this thesis offers is a way for the social, cultural and 
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historical realities of Indigenous peoples to be better recognised and incorporated as 
indicators that better represent their circumstances, through using more appropriate 
methodologies and methods. 
The three approaches outlined in the conceptual framework shared a central tenet 
that knowledge production is imbued with power. For research to be emancipatory, 
the issue of power must be addressed in the different stages of the research process. 
That includes awareness of the assumptions and philosophical underpinnings 
of research methodologies and methods chosen and the interaction between the 
researcher and those on the ground. The approaches adopted in this thesis aimed to 
circumvent the reinforcement of existing power relations in knowledge production 
through a co-production of knowledge, working in partnership with a community 
and starting with Indigenous worldviews. This was critical to the success of the 
research with Yawuru as illustrated in a reflexive discussion with Eunice Yu, a 
Yawuru woman and co-researcher on the process and outcomes of the research 
collaboration and findings. 
Reflect ions from Eunice Yu
Yawuru’s involvement have been interwoven throughout the research process and 
demonstrated through the development of measures of Yawuru wellbeing from 
the bottom up. Eunice Yu, as a community collaborator and colleague has been 
instrumental in this process. Despite this, I have not had the opportunity to create a 
space for Eunice’s reflection and perspective on the research process and partnership 
in a more visible manner/formal setting. Yet, this is intrinsically important to the 
methodologies and methods employed in this thesis. 
In November 2016, a reflective discussion was undertaken with Eunice in Canberra 
with the aim of reflecting on the navigation of ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ during the 
course of the research process. In particular, a useful starting point was the email 
exchange between Eunice and myself at the beginning of our research partnership. 
In reflecting on the formation of the research partnership and process, Eunice 
had the following points to make relating to the process and the relevance of the 
research. In her prior research experiences she noted that it was not uncommon for 
researchers to start with the community partner as the first point of contact to the 
community, but that collaboration was not longstanding. By contrast, her experience 
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with the ‘Knowing our Community survey’ provided her with the opportunity to 
be informed on how communities can be actively involved in research, not just as 
passive recipients of research but as active research partners. That positive experience 
in turn shaped her expectations of how community should be involved in future 
research projects. 
A critical topic that arose in the reflection with Eunice was the relevance of this 
research to the Yawuru community. Importantly, this research was also building on 
Yawuru’s own agenda which only served to strengthen its relevance. Eunice noted:
I was struck by the timing of the work and how it seemed to fit 
in well with where the Yawuru community were heading after 
the native title decision and the subsequent settlement and land 
use agreement with the state government and the shire. The 
relevancy of the work was important and it has since shown 
that there are values associated with the Yawuru community 
that other people need to know about but that the evidence 
is there now to actually proceed down whatever track Yawuru 
people want to proceed in partnership with others.
 The Yawuru did develop the Cultural Management Plan straight 
after native title. Those values were stated in a document and 
I think that the wellbeing research actually explored another 
level into what Yawuru men and women actually value in their 
everyday life. So to be part of that process was an educational 
lesson for me in understanding how to elicit that information 
at a particular point of time for a particular cohort of people 
to arrive to these indicators through quite a rigorous process.
If I think about my role with the ABS, it is advisory and I 
know that the instruments that the ABS utilises serve a specific 
purpose for the nation. But it doesn’t allow for us to break 
down the information about certain groups or localities. Our 
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work has been able to produce a benchmark and evidence about 
a specific group of people which is really important. One size 
doesn’t fit all. Sometimes you have to make your own size and 
take opportunities to develop. Yawuru with native title has 
had to find its way through its different mechanism to support 
the native title journey. Because you have responsibilities and 
accountabilities and you need instruments to validate that 
journey. Demographic survey, wellbeing survey and any other 
surveys will provide the evidence for backing up Yawuru’s agenda.
In addition, she also made the point: 
One of the biggest things certainly is the topic of research-
relevancy. I come back to the point of the person who does the 
research, the reason why the person is doing the research. There 
has to be mutual benefit. From the outset, that was always 
going to be something that we had to make sure. This wasn’t 
going to be another research where the community got nothing 
out of it. The experience speaks for itself and sometimes we 
never saw anything come back to the community. The best 
thing about this is that the community can see front and centre 
about themselves, for themselves. They have access to that 
information and they feel proud about that and they are in the 
position to negotiate with whomever they want to. 
Parallel to the importance of research relevance is the opportunity to be self-
determining over the process and the importance of capacity building for both 
parties of the research partnership. Eunice reflected:
That was the greatest part in the three years. Realising that this 
type of work was also important to other people—be it the 
funder and the local community people that were involved in 
the research. When the word got out that we were looking for 
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some surveyors… young women were knocking at our door 
asking for vacant positions. That was a really good confirmation 
that people were interested in the work that we were doing
That is the whole grounding work and the various stages of 
the research has allowed for Yawuru people to be involved 
at all points…. Certainly if people didn’t understand, they 
clarified it themselves by asking questions throughout the 
process. Recalling the focus group when they had to put the 
indicators into theme areas, some of the women said that the 
indicators could fit more than one theme. In the process, they 
are becoming informed for themselves what they value.
As noted in the previous chapter, a methodology which aims to be emancipatory and 
co-produce knowledge requires substantial investment in both time and resources. 
In Eunice’s words:
It was difficult because, Mandy you lived in Canberra, a long way 
away from the actual site, Broome. There would be a couple of 
months in between having anything to do specifically or achieve 
a particular job. But we still kept the lines of communication 
open. In terms of managing that side of my work, I had to 
balance it with other responsibilities. In hindsight it was well 
worth the journey in terms of the collaboration, what I have 
learnt myself, the methodology that you were exploring and 
applying. Now coming to the point of actually realising that 
this wasn’t just a completion of this particular project. Having 
the various publications, I was struck at how much work was 
still to be done in terms of the application of this piece of work 
within the community. 
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Because I was the intermediary person, I could start to see the 
importance and the relevance of continually having people 
involved on the way. Even when you are not in town, I would 
be talking to people about the research that we were doing. I 
had to make the most of what we could gain out of the research. 
As much as you were putting in, I had to put in as much as well 
with the people and to continually remind them during the 
times when we were not necessarily actively doing the research.
A critical aspect of participatory research is the building and sustaining of research 
partnerships and relationships with the community on the ground. Like any 
relationship, this requires respect, trust and mutual reciprocity. 
The other dimension is how people got on personally with 
yourself and these experiences like sharing a meal together or 
cooking food together and feeding the focus groups, going 
that extra step to engage and to know and tell people that it is 
important to you as well as to them about the true relationship 
and an honest relationship. There is nothing to be hidden. 
Everybody is gaining out of this project.
In turn, an approach that prioritises process and Indigenous input and voices 
throughout all stages of the research ensured that the information is functional for 
community needs and served to facilitate Indigenous self-determination on the 
ground. Eunice expresses it in this way:
This actually gives the Yawuru the tools and information to 
be able to put themselves in a position to be self-determining 
in terms of their relationship with the local shire and the state 
government or agencies where Yawuru may want to negotiate. 
It’s about having the relevancy of that data to make decisions 
about their lives. The things that are impacting on their lives. 
The growth and development that they want to pursue.
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Self-ref lect ions 
In this thesis, I set out to develop culturally relevant indicators of Indigenous 
wellbeing by embedding Indigenous voices and values into the measures. Part of 
this was driven by my growing unease with using existing datasets without fully 
understanding the processes by which the information was generated. The exposure 
to different perspectives while working in a multi-disciplinary centre served to 
intensify my questioning of whether the information collected reflected lived realities 
on the ground. As a student trained in quantitative analysis, I embarked on an 
ambitious move to bridge the issue of ‘relevance’ and ‘usability’ in this cross-cultural 
space, recognising the value of mixed-methods approaches.  
The knowledge I gained from this endeavour is too numerous to cover in detail 
and some have been mentioned already. However, there are some key aspects worth 
highlighting. The significance of knowing how information and data are generated, 
including the structures within which this takes place and the processes involved 
should be seen as critical to any end-users of data and information. Importantly, 
the framing and production of information is shaped by the collector’s and user’s 
worldview and usually remains largely unquestioned. Yet it informs what is 
understood and considered to be ‘knowledge’ and ‘evidence’. This is perhaps the 
paramount lesson for me from this research. The first-hand experience of conducting 
surveys and observing the responses and assumptions made by survey respondents 
when answering survey questions revealed multiple interpretations and meanings 
associated with the categories generated through survey data. In navigating what was 
for me, a new and foreign world of fieldwork, the importance of being respectful 
in my engagement and building trust over time was critical. Patience, reciprocity 
and maintaining frequent communication were all necessary aspects of this. This 
is particularly true in many Indigenous communities where there is much distrust 
towards research and researchers. A further insight arising from this experience has 
been that the greatest learning I gained did not occur at my desk, instead, it occurred 
on the ground, with my Yawuru teachers in the field as ‘experts’ sharing their stories 
and knowledge to enable me to gain a different perspective of living well. 
Throughout the process, I have navigated the difficulties of working through what 
constituted ‘relevance’ from the perspective of the Yawuru community and how this 
might be juxtaposed against academic rigour. In attempting to do justice to both, 
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the ethical guidelines and academic protocols provided the necessary guidance for 
ensuring research integrity and rigour. In addition, a further criterion I adhered to 
was ensuring the research was beneficial and relevant to the community and being 
accountable to those who so generously shared their time and knowledge with me. 
Limitations and avenues for future research 
In the effort of operationalising the recognition space, there were challenges 
relating to the conception and exploration of wellbeing measures as well as the 
operationalisation of concepts into measures to examine Indigenous wellbeing in 
Australia. The challenges and limitations in the research process raised questions 
which create avenues for future research.
Data funct ional i ty  and f i t  for  purpose 
In Australia, as elsewhere, a range of data are collected for multiple uses and needs. 
The Australian census allows for the examination of how some aspects of Indigenous 
wellbeing are distributed over time, by gender and by different geographical 
locations. This enables government to make informed decisions about resource 
allocation across the various jurisdictions. However, the breadth of information 
covered is limited to a small set of outcomes, and the data is not amenable 
to analysing Indigenous subjective wellbeing. The 2008 NATSISS allows the 
examination of the determinants of subjective wellbeing and social and emotional 
wellbeing using proxies such as self-reported happiness and psychological distress 
scores. However, my analysis of this data demonstrated the limitations of using 
existing datasets in analysing the wellbeing of Indigenous populations below the 
state and remoteness levels. 
In the latest NATSISS of 2014-15, geographical disaggregation is available at the 
Indigenous region level. This means that the NATSISS can be used to examine 
the wellbeing of Indigenous Australians living in the Broome Indigenous region, 
a step further than what is currently available. Future work may involve using the 
NATSISS to extend the analysis in Chapter 5 and examining the use of potential 
new measures introduced such as the Pearlin Mastery Scale. The analysis in 
Chapter 5 also revealed that existing datasets do not go far enough to measure 
the wellbeing of Indigenous groups in Broome. As a result, the Yawuru case study 
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described in Chapters 7 and 8 was necessary to construct a tool that represents 
Yawuru conceptions of wellbeing. Such a tool complements and builds on existing 
information on Indigenous wellbeing in Australia. 
Is  the study repl icable and general isable for use in other 
contexts? 
This thesis is built on the premise that development of indicators of indigenous 
wellbeing must start with indigenous peoples, their worldviews and aspirations. This 
thesis has demonstrated that starting with Indigenous worldviews results in different 
sets of dimensions and indicators for inclusion in wellbeing measures, necessitating 
primary data collection. However, the option of primary data collection may not 
be feasible for all nor may it be considered the responsibility of governments and 
statistical agencies to undertake this task. First and foremost, the intention to 
undertake such an exercise must be present on the part of Indigenous communities. 
There are substantial investments in both time and resources required from 
conception to completion, but it is a worthwhile investment if the aim is to create 
ownership of the process of developing wellbeing measures. During the course of 
the research, other Australian Indigenous groups have raised the possibility of using 
a similar methodology to design a measure that represents their wellbeing. A future 
avenue for research could involve testing whether the methods are replicable with 
other Indigenous groups in Broome or the Kimberley where there may be shared 
cultural and historical experiences. 
Data rel iabi l i ty  and comparabi l i ty 
The foundation of the 2015 Yawuru Wellbeing Survey was the stories and 
information elicited through the semi-structured interviews and focus group 
discussions with a select number of Yawuru women and men in the community. 
Given the individuals were primarily self-selecting or introduced through members 
of the community, the extent to which the views are representative of the broader 
community and whether the views are diverse enough is a critical question. A 
selection of different individuals may possibly have revealed an alternative profile of 
wellbeing and liyan for this doctoral research project. However, this was mitigated 
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somewhat through the use of focus group discussions which included a broader 
group of Yawuru women and men and the constant feedback and communication of 
the research findings back to community for validation. 
The information elicited through this research process is unique to Yawuru 
worldviews and reflects Yawuru’s lived experiences. That information is not 
necessarily comparable across different population groups (Indigenous and non-
Indigenous) and this raises questions about the utility of these methods and data 
beyond the Yawuru experience. The focus of the Yawuru case study was on the 
methodology and methods as a tool for developing indicators of wellbeing for 
Yawuru. As such, the primary contribution of the Yawuru case study is related to 
process. Arguably, good process results in more relevant outcomes and measures. In 
Chapter 9, the discussions highlighted the overlap in the themes of wellbeing from a 
localised perspective with the themes arising in the international literature. However, 
there were also nuances revealed through a bottom-up participatory approach 
in capturing wellbeing for Yawuru which would not have been possible through 
existing datasets. 
The individual  or  the col lect ive?
An important area which was partly unexplored in this thesis given time and 
resource constraints is whether we are concerned with wellbeing at the individual 
or collective level. In the qualitative phase of the research project, the importance 
of the collective, not just the individual, was acknowledged in the two-stage process 
of selecting indicators of wellbeing for inclusion and validating these indicators. In 
the quantitative phase, the weighting elicited through the Best-Worst Scaling (BWS) 
was derived by summing the choices across all the individuals. The aggregated results 
demonstrated substantial heterogeneity in the selection of most and least important 
aspects of wellbeing. This is not surprising given the inherently subjective nature of 
wellbeing and wellbeing priorities. Future work should involve utilising latent class 
analysis to examine whether there are particularities in the profile of Yawuru women 
and men who demonstrated similar preferences in the selection of most and least 
important aspects of wellbeing. 
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In the future, it would be useful to elicit priorities at the group level. This could be 
undertaken in several ways. Firstly, administering the Best-Worst Scaling questions 
to the group and requesting the group reach a consensus as to which options are 
chosen for most and least important in all the choice sets. A second option might be 
to introduce additional questions such as ‘From the series of statements below, what 
is most and least important to Yawuru’s wellbeing?’ to appear alongside the question 
‘What is most and least important to your sense of wellbeing?’ A third option would 
be to return to the community and through the means of a focus group activity, 
discuss and finalise the ranking of the attributes from the BWS exercise. 
An Indigenous measure of  subject ive wel lbeing?
An important question raised in this thesis was whether happiness and psychological 
distress were useful metrics for understanding Indigenous subjective wellbeing. The 
stories shared by Yawuru women and men provided some insights into capturing 
mabu liyan (good feelings). In Chapter 9, the series of statements capturing sense of 
belonging, purpose, identity and connectedness for Yawuru is a useful starting point 
for building on the Yawuru’s conception of mabu liyan (See Figure 9.1). Future work 
will involve discussions with the community and the Yawuru Guidance and Reference 
Committee to select statements for exploring the construction of a liyan scale. 
Concluding remarks
At the beginning of the thesis, reference was made to the 2009 Sen, Stiglitz and 
Fittousi report that made a call to the international and research community to 
broaden the scope of measuring progress and to measure what matters in people’s 
lives. That call has been taken up by some researchers and some governments, and 
is evident in the established and growing body of literature on wellbeing and the 
increasing prominence of wellbeing as a part of the policy lexicon. But the reality of 
what to measure and how this differs by population groups and context is less well 
articulated. In this thesis, the challenge to determine what matters for Indigenous 
Australians was taken up by operationalising the recognition space. 
Operationalising the recognition space involved a two-fold process firstly, reflecting 
on extending existing approaches and secondly the creation of an alternative 
approach. It is through the second step that this thesis has made the greatest 
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contribution towards deepening our understanding of what wellbeing means and 
in turn what matters for measuring Indigenous wellbeing. This thesis demonstrated 
that an alternative approach that starts from the bottom up, working in partnership 
with Indigenous communities and relevant for Indigenous communities, can work 
to transform the current research paradigm and deliver better measures of wellbeing. 
The alternative approach outlined in this thesis provides the tools for developing 
wellbeing indicators which are relevant and usable, nuanced yet quantifiable, 
allowing things that matter to Indigenous people to be made visible in a manner 
or language that government and policy makers appreciate. This approach has 
the benefit of transforming the way that data and information is represented and 
collected, by actively involving those who know their lives best, those on the ground 
living in communities. In Eunice’s words 
At this current point in time, for me, [the research] has produced 
something that the community owns and the power of being 
able to access the networks and get particular relevant people 
involved in that community report launch was quite powerful. 
Especially in terms of what the community was saying to 
government or service providers to get them to understand that 
this is how they feel about certain things. How this particular 
cohort of people feels. This will inform how these agencies and 
government departments who have relationships with Yawuru 
people and other Aboriginal people can deliver services.
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Appendix 1: Correlation Matrices for 
Variables used in GRIFIA (Basic) and 
GRIFIA (Expanded)
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Appendix 2: Testing 1 Versus 3 
Component Solutions
Fig. A.1. Testing a one versus three component solution to GRIFIA (Basic) and 
GRIFIA (Expanded-I)
Yap378
Fig. A.1. Continued
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Appendix 3: Equal vs PCA Rating, 
GRIFIA (Expanded)
Table A.3. Differences in ranking Indigenous females using equal weighting and PCA 
weighting for GRIFIA (Expand) (% of total)
Equal 
versus PCA 
weighting
Quartile 1 Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 Total
Quartile 1 0 (0.00%) 1 (2.63%) 0 (0.00%) 8 (21.05%) 9
Quartile 2 3 (7.89%) 0 (0.00%) 4 (10.53%) 2 (5.26%) 9
Quartile 3 4 (10.53%) 5 (13.16%) 1 (2.63%) 0 (0.00%) 10
Quartile 4 2 (5.26%) 3 (7.89%) 5 (13.16%) 10 (26.32%) 10
Total 9 9 10 10 38
Table A.4. Differences in ranking Indigenous females using equal weighting and PCA 
weighting for GRIFIA (Expand) (% of total)
Basic/
Expanded
Quartile 1 Quartile 2 Quartile 3 Quartile 4 Total
Quartile 1 8 (21.05%) 1 (2.63%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 9
Quartile 2 1 (2.63%) 5 (13.16%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (7.89%) 9
Quartile 3 0 (0.00%) 2 (5.26%) 2 (5.26%) 6 (15.79%) 10
Quartile 4 0 (0.00%) 1 (2.63%) 8 (21.05%) 1 (2.63%) 10
Total 9 9 10 10 38
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Appendix 4: Project Information Sheet 
(In-Depth Interviews)
Project Information Sheet (In-depth Interviews)
Developing Culturally Relevant and Gender-Sensitive Indicators of Wellbeing for 
Indigenous Australians
A note on this form
This information sheet is for the benefit of people who might want to participate in 
this research project. 
Background 
The quest for what makes a good life has long been on the minds of researchers, 
government and the broader population. There is increasing interest amongst 
Indigenous people to participate in processes that are meant to evaluate their 
circumstances. In order for government and agencies to develop strategies and 
programs that will lead to the improvement of people’s lives, there is a need to first 
understand how Indigenous people define and interpret the meaning of the good life
What is  this research about?
This research project aims to develop culturally relevant and gender sensitive 
measures of wellbeing for Indigenous Australians. The project aims to address the 
following questions 
• What definitions of a ‘good life’ and wellbeing are relevant to Indigenous 
Australians?
• How can these concepts be operationalized?
• What indicators and dimensions represent wellbeing for Indigenous Australians?
• What is the importance attached to the different indicators?
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What does the research project involve?
To be able to answer the above questions, I will be having a conversation with people 
in the community about ‘Liyan’, a Yawuru term to describe the Yawuru concept of 
wellbeing. The questions may include aspects of what makes Liyan Strong or weak 
and whether men and women of different age groups conceive Liyan differently. 
What wi l l  be done with the information col lected?
The information will be used by Yawuru to develop a framework of Yawuru 
Wellbeing to guide their data collection as well as programs and policies. It will 
also be used by Mandy Yap as part of a PhD Thesis and possibly research paper 
and conference presentations. Feedback will also be provided in a short report and 
presentation to the members of the Yawuru community.
What might be some of  the benef i ts for  the people involved 
in this research?
The Yawuru people will have a say in the process of selecting indicators which they 
feel represent their worldview of wellbeing
The information will guide the data collection and policies and programs 
implemented for the community
The research will result in new understandings of how Indigenous Australians, in 
particular, the Yawuru community defines and understands what a ‘good life’ means. 
Some things you need to know:
Before you agree to be involved in this research project, there are some important 
things that you need to know. 
Participation is voluntary. This means that no one has to be involved unless they 
want to. This also means that people can choose to withdraw from the project at 
any time. If someone withdraws from the project, any statements they have made or 
stories they have told can no longer be used. 
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Any information, stories, or interviews given to the researcher on this project are the 
intellectual property of the person who gave it. The researcher cannot use anything 
unless the speaker has given them full permission to do so. That permission can be 
given through signing the “consent form”.
The interview will be recorded and the recordings will be transcribed and coded 
only by the researcher. This is to ensure that the researcher has a full and accurate 
record of the interview in the process of transcription. The interviews will last 
approximately 45 minutes to 1 hour.
If you have given your information or interviews to be used, you can always change 
your mind later and take that permission back. 
Who is paying for this research?
The research is funded by the Australian National University as part of a PhD.
What i f  I  have some concerns about this research?
If you have any concerns about the research we are doing, you are welcome to speak 
to either one of us about those concerns or to contact the Human Research Ethics 
Committee at our university:
Researcher
Mandy Yap 
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 
Mandy.Yap@anu.edu.au 
Super v isor
Dr. Nicholas Biddle 
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 
Nicholas.Biddle@anu.edu.au
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The Human Research Ethics Committee
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 Australia 
+61 2 6125 3427
Human.Ethics.Officer@anu.edu.au
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Appendix 5: Informed Consent Sheet  
(In-depth interviews)
Developing Culturally Relevant and Gender-Sensitive Indicators of Wellbeing for 
Indigenous Australians
Researcher Mandy Yap    Mandy.Yap@anu.edu.au
Supervisor  Dr. Nicholas Biddle  Nicholas.Biddle@anu.edu.au 
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 
This form explains the research project I want to speak with you about. It also 
explains your rights.
I, ______________________________________________ have read, or had 
the information sheet explained to me and I fully understand the nature of the 
Developing Culturally Relevant and Gender Sensitive Indicators Project, its aims 
and the likely outcomes. Where necessary, the researcher has used a translator to 
make sure I have understood them clearly and they have understood me. I have 
chosen to participate with full consent. 
I understand that I am the owner of the stories, interviews and information that I 
have given to the researcher. I can give or withhold permission for them to be used 
at any time. I understand that the researcher will be happy with whatever I choose to 
do and I can change my mind at any time. The interviews will last approximately 45 
minutes to 1 hour. 
I understand that there will be no problems if I choose to withdraw from the 
research project at any time. I can also ask the researcher not to use the things I have 
said to them in the past. I understand that the researcher will support my decision 
whatever I choose. 
By signing this form, I acknowledge that the researcher has explained to me how my 
information, interviews and stories may be used. 
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I understand that the information collected will be held in Canberra, at the 
Australian National University. I understand that any copy of the paper or report 
produced or written as part of this project will be returned to my community/
organisation. 
Are you happy to participate in this research? (please tick below)
 I agree to participate in the project
 I agree to have my interview audio-taped
I agree to be quoted directly (my real name used)
 Yes   No
I agree to be quoted directly if a made up name is used (pseudonym)  
 Yes   No
I agree to be quoted directly if my name is not published (anonymous)
 Yes   No
Signed: ________________________________
Date: __________________________________
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Appendix 6: Basic Demographic 
Survey
Basic Demographic Survey
Respondent ID Number : ………………………....
Age : ………………………....
Language group : ………………………....
Sex:  Male  Female   Other   
Have you always lived in Broome?  Yes   No  
If no, where else have you spent most of your time: ………………………....
Marital Status:  
Married or partnered \ Separated or Divorced \ Widowed \ Never married
Schooling :  
No schooling \ Below Year 12 \ Year 12 \ Certificate or diploma \  
Degree or higher \ Currently studying ………………………..
Employment:  
Full-time \ Part-time \ Unemployed \ Not in labour force for caring responsibilities \  
Not in labour force (studying) \ Not in labour force and not studying \ Retired or 
pensioned
Membership of groups or organisations or committees:
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………
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Appendix 7: Project Information Sheet 
(Focus Group Workshops)
Project Information Sheet (Focus Group Workshops)
Developing Culturally Relevant and Gender-Sensitive Indicators of Wellbeing for 
Indigenous Australians
A note on this form
This information sheet is for the benefit of people who might want to participate in 
this research project. 
Background 
The quest for what makes a good life has long been on the minds of researchers, 
government and the broader population. There is increasing interest amongst 
Indigenous people to participate in processes that are meant to evaluate their 
circumstances. In order for government and agencies to develop strategies and 
programs that will lead to the improvement of people’s lives, there is a need to first 
understand how Indigenous people define and interpret the meaning of the good life.
What is this research about?
This research project aims to develop culturally relevant and gender sensitive 
measures of wellbeing for Indigenous Australians. The project aims to address the 
following questions 
• What definitions of a ‘good life’ and wellbeing are relevant to Indigenous Australians?
• How can these concepts be operationalized?
• What indicators and dimensions represent wellbeing for Indigenous Australians?
• What is the importance attached to the different indicators?
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What does the research project involve?
To be able to answer the above questions, activities will be developed around 
selecting indicators that the participants consider to represent wellbeing as well 
as the ranking of these indicators. These activities will primarily be undertaken 
in groups of six to eight. Participants will be asked to select cards from a pile of 
cards in an envelope and place in a box that represents wellbeing themes. Once the 
cards have been selected, participants will be asked to rank them in their order of 
importance. There may also be a general discussion around why those cards were 
chosen. You will also be asked to complete a short demographic form that includes 
your age, marital status, language group, employment status, education levels and 
indicative income. 
What wi l l  be done with the information col lected?
The information will be used by the Yawuru to develop a framework of Yawuru 
Wellbeing to guide their data collection as well as programs and policies. It will 
also be used by Mandy Yap as part of a PhD Thesis and possibly research paper 
and conference presentations. Feedback will also be provided in a short report and 
presentation to the members of the Yawuru community.
What might be some of  the benef i ts for  the people involved 
in this research?
• The Yawuru people will have a say in the process of selecting indicators which 
they feel represent their worldview of wellbeing
• The information will guide the data collection and policies and programs 
implemented for the community
• The research will result in new understandings of how Indigenous Australians, 
in particular, the Yawuru community defines and understands what a ‘good life’ 
means. 
Some things you need to know:
Before you agree to be involved in this research project, there are some important 
things that you need to know. 
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Participation is voluntary. This means that no one has to be involved unless they 
want to. This also means that people can choose to withdraw from the project at 
any time. Given that the focus group discussion will involve other members of the 
community, it is important that anything discussed in the group setting remains 
confidential to group participants and that all participants should respect the privacy 
of other members. It is also important that you refrain from revealing information 
that is secret confidential or defamatory of any person given that it may be difficult 
to withdrawn individual information in group activities. 
Any information, stories, or interviews given to the researcher on this project are the 
intellectual property of the person who gave it. The discussions in the focus group 
will be audio-recorded and transcribed and photos may be taken during the group 
exercises. The researcher cannot use anything unless the speaker has given them full 
permission to do so. That permission can be given through signing the “consent 
form”. If you have given your information or interviews to be used; you can always 
change your mind later and take that permission back. All the data collected with be 
stored in a secure place and will not be released under any circumstances. 
Who is paying for this research?
The research is funded by the Australian National University as part of a PhD.
What i f  I  have some concerns about this research?
If you have any concerns about the research we are doing, you are welcome to speak 
to either one of us about those concerns or to contact the Human Research Ethics 
Committee at our university:
Yap392
Researcher
 Mandy Yap 
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 
Mandy.Yap@anu.edu.au 
Super v isor
Dr. Nicholas Biddle 
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 
Nicholas.Biddle@anu.edu.au
The Human Research  Eth ics  Commit tee
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 Australia 
+61 2 6125 3427
Human.Ethics.Officer@anu.edu.au
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Appendix 8: Informed Consent Sheet 
(Focus Group Interviews)
Developing Culturally Relevant and Gender-Sensitive Indicators of Wellbeing for 
Indigenous Australians
Researcher Mandy Yap    Mandy.Yap@anu.edu.au
Supervisor  Dr. Nicholas Biddle  Nicholas.Biddle@anu.edu.au 
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 0200 
This form explains the research project I want to speak with you about. It also 
explains your rights.
I, ______________________________________________ have read, or had 
the information sheet explained to me and I fully understand the nature of the 
Developing Culturally Relevant and Gender Sensitive Indicators Project, its aims 
and the likely outcomes. Where necessary, the researcher has used a translator to 
make sure I have understood them clearly and they have understood me. I have 
chosen to participate with full consent. 
I understand that I am the owner of the stories, interviews and information that I 
have given to the researcher. I can give or withhold permission for them to be used 
at any time. I understand that the researcher will be happy with whatever I choose to 
do and I can change my mind at any time. 
I understand that by participating in this study, I will be participating in a group 
discussion with other members of my community. I understand that the researcher 
will ask focus group participants to respect the privacy of others but cannot enforce 
confidentiality except on the part of the researcher. The focus group will last 
approximately 2 to 2 ½ hours and will be led by facilitators. 
I understand that I will be asked to complete a short demographic form that will 
include my age, marital status, language group, employment status and education 
levels. 
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I understand that the focus group will be audio-recorded in order to accurately 
capture what is said. I understand that I can choose how much or how little I want 
to speak during the groups. I may also choose to leave the group at any time. 
By signing this form, I acknowledge that the researcher has explained to me how my 
information, interviews and stories may be used. I also understand I may withdraw 
my agreement to participate at any time during the study and have data withdrawn.
I understand that the information collected will be held in Canberra, at the 
Australian National University. I understand that any copy of the paper or report 
produced or written as part of this project will be returned to my community/
organisation. 
Are you happy to participate in this research? (tick below)
 I agree to participate in the project
 I agree to have my participation audio taped and pictures taken during the group 
exercises
Signed: ________________________________
Date: _________________________________
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Appendix 9: Draft Yawuru Wellbeing 
Framework (Women and Men)
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Appendix 10: Yawuru Wellbeing 
Survey 2015 Final
Yawuru Wellbeing Survey 2015 Final
Please fill in the following details before commencing interview.
Unique Survey ID ________________________________
Interviewer ID ___________________________________
Welcome to the Yawuru Wel lbeing Survey 2015! 
Between June and October 2013, Yawuru women and men were asked about what 
wellbeing means to them and how it relates to liyan. Important to Yawuru’s sense of 
wellbeing includes family, identity, connection to culture and country, community, 
health, respect, rights, autonomy and standard of living. This survey has been 
put together based on the information that Yawuru women and men have shared 
previously. 
There will be three parts to the survey. 
Part 1: Information on connection to culture and country, family, community, 
health and autonomy will be collected. You will also be asked some basic 
information on age, gender, education, work, housing and standard of living. 
Part 2: In this section, you will receive some scenarios consisting of different aspects 
of wellbeing that was previously identified by Yawuru women and men. You will 
have the opportunity to select the ‘most important’ and ‘least important’ aspect of 
wellbeing from the choices given.
What is important for Yawuru’s sense of wellbeing? The next set of questions 
provide a series of statements about different things that Yawuru women and 
men have said to be important for their wellbeing. These statements range from 
things about family and community, to autonomy and values for Yawuru. Whilst 
everything will be important, in this section, we would appreciate it if you can 
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choose two things from the list of five statements shown to you at one time - what is 
‘most important’ and what is ‘least important’ to your sense of wellbeing as a Yawuru 
person.
If a statement is chosen as ‘least important’, it does not mean it is not important to 
you or your community. It just means that based on the list of things, it has lesser 
importance at the moment to you than the other aspects. There is no right or wrong 
answer to these questions. The exercise of choosing the ‘most’ and ‘least’ important 
will help prioritise the different statements about Yawuru Wellbeing from the most 
often picked to the least often picked as being important. The choices that you make 
will not be shown individually but presented as a group choice. 
Block  A
BA 1. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practice culture and maintain connection to country
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BA 2. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and 
autonomy)
Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural 
events/storytelling, painting, dancing and singing
Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering, eating 
bush tucker, fish and meat caught in season, sitting around the 
campfire telling stories and having a yarn
Having spare time and money for enjoyment, fun and relaxation
Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
BA 3. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Feeling safe at home and in the community from theft, assault or 
violence
Having access culturally appropriate services including traditional 
healers and feeling confident interacting with service providers
Having spare time and money for enjoyment, fun and relaxation
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practise culture and maintain connection to country
Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as mother 
tongue or second or third language
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BA 1. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practice culture and maintain connection to country
BA 1. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practice culture and maintain connection to country
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BA 1. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practice culture and maintain connection to country
BA 1. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practice culture and maintain connection to country
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BA 4. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends– 
reciprocity and obligation fulfilment to kin
Having spare time and money for enjoyment, fun and relaxation
Feeling happy, confident and have a sense of purpose
Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups in my community, at work and school
BA 5. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having financial security to support yourself and family to meet 
basic living costs and necessities
Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, 
knowing your rai/rayi and kinship group
Having access culturally appropriate services including traditional 
healers and feeling confident interacting with service providers
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural 
events/storytelling, painting, dancing and singing
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BA 6. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, 
physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs and being well 
nourished
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Having a formal Western education
Having spare time and money for enjoyment, fun and relaxation
Giving back to my community through sports/church/women's 
and men's group, attending and contributing to community 
meetings
BA 7. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having access culturally appropriate services including traditional 
healers and feeling confident interacting with service providers
Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering, eating 
bush tucker, fish and meat caught in season, sitting around the 
campfire telling stories and having a yarn
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Feeling happy, confident and have a sense of purpose
Giving back to my community through sports/church/women's 
and men's group, attending and contributing to community 
meetings
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BA 8. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Feeling safe at home and in the community from theft, assault or 
violence
Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural 
events/storytelling, painting, dancing and singing
Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends– 
reciprocity and obligation fulfilment to kin
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging and have 
access to equal opportunities
BA 9. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural 
events/storytelling, painting, dancing and singing
Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, honesty, kindness, 
responsibility, accountability and care for others and the 
environment
Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my 
community and my country
Giving back to my community through sports/church/women's 
and men's group, attending and contributing to community 
meetings
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BA 10. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Feeling safe at home and in the community from theft, assault or 
violence
Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, 
knowing your rai/rayi and kinship group
Having a formal Western education
Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, honesty, kindness, 
responsibility, accountability and care for others and the 
environment
Feeling happy, confident and have a sense of purpose
BA 11. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, 
physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs and being well 
nourished
Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering, eating 
bush tucker, fish and meat caught in season, sitting around the 
campfire telling stories and having a yarn
Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, honesty, kindness, 
responsibility, accountability and care for others and the 
environment
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practise culture and maintain connection to country
Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging and have 
access to equal opportunities
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BA 12. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having financial security to support yourself and family to meet 
basic living costs and necessities
Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practise culture and maintain connection to country
Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my 
community and my country
Feeling happy, confident and have a sense of purpose
BA 13. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and 
autonomy)
Having access culturally appropriate services including traditional 
healers and feeling confident interacting with service providers
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, honesty, kindness, 
responsibility, accountability and care for others and the 
environment
Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups in my community, at work and school
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BA 14. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Feeling safe at home and in the community from theft, assault or 
violence
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how 
to return to balance or adapt when things are tough
Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
Giving back to my community through sports/church/women's 
and men's group, attending and contributing to community 
meetings
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BA 15. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and 
autonomy)
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how 
to return to balance or adapt when things are tough
Feeling happy, confident and have a sense of purpose
Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging and have 
access to equal opportunities
Block  B
BB 1. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Feeling safe at home and in the community from theft, assault or 
violence
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering, eating 
bush tucker, fish and meat caught in season, sitting around the 
campfire telling stories and having a yarn
Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my 
community and my country
Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups in my community, at work and school
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BB 2. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having financial security to support yourself and family to meet 
basic living costs and necessities
Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups in my community, at work and school
Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging and have 
access to equal opportunities
Giving back to my community through sports/church/women's 
and men's group, attending and contributing to community 
meetings
Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as mother 
tongue or second or third language
BB 3. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, 
knowing your rai/rayi and kinship group
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Having spare time and money for enjoyment, fun and relaxation
Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my 
community and my country
Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging and have 
access to equal opportunities
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BB 4. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and 
autonomy)
Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, 
knowing your rai/rayi and kinship group
Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends– 
reciprocity and obligation fulfilment to kin
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practice culture and maintain connection to country
Giving back to my community through sports/church/women's 
and men's group, attending and contributing to community 
meetings
BB 5. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having financial security to support yourself and family to meet 
basic living costs and necessities
Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, 
physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs and being well 
nourished
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and 
autonomy)
Feeling safe at home and in the community from theft, assault or 
violence
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BB 6. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural 
events/storytelling, painting, dancing and singing
Having a formal Western education
Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how 
to return to balance or adapt when things are tough
Having access to fishing spots, hunting grounds and cultural 
sites to practice culture and maintain connection to country
Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups in my community, at work and school
BB 7. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Having access culturally appropriate services including traditional 
healers and feeling confident interacting with service providers
Having a formal Western education
Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
Everyone feels community pride, sense of belonging and have 
access to equal opportunities
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BB 8. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, 
physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs and being well 
nourished
Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, 
knowing your rai/rayi and kinship group
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
Feel respected and show respect to family, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous groups in my community, at work and school
BB 9. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having financial security to support yourself and family to meet 
basic living costs and necessities
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, honesty, kindness, 
responsibility, accountability and care for others and the 
environment
Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how 
to return to balance or adapt when things are tough
Having spare time and money for enjoyment, fun and relaxation
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BB 10. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having a meaningful and secure job (including flexibility and 
autonomy)
Having a formal Western education
Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation stories, 
songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and law grounds
Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my 
community and my country
Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as mother 
tongue or second or third language
BB 11. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, 
physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs and being well 
nourished
Having access culturally appropriate services including traditional 
healers and feeling confident interacting with service providers
Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends– 
reciprocity and obligation fulfilment to kin
Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how 
to return to balance or adapt when things are tough
Having a say on matters important to me, my family, my 
community and my country
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BB 12. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic conditions, 
physically active, minimal use of alcohol, drugs and being well 
nourished
Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry business/cultural 
events/storytelling, painting, dancing and singing
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
Feeling happy, confident and have a sense of purpose
Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as mother 
tongue or second or third language
BB 13. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Good family relations including giving and having support from 
family and friends, spending time with family and keeping in 
touch with family
Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends– 
reciprocity and obligation fulfilment to kin
Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, honesty, kindness, 
responsibility, accountability and care for others and the 
environment
Environment free from pollutants and overuse or misuse
Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as mother 
tongue or second or third language
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BB 14. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Having financial security to support yourself and family to meet 
basic living costs and necessities
Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering, eating 
bush tucker, fish and meat caught in season, sitting around the 
campfire telling stories and having a yarn
Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with family and friends– 
reciprocity and obligation fulfilment to kin
Having a formal Western education
Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, habitats, flora, fauna 
and bush medicine, fishing and hunting sites
BB 15. Of the statements below, which would you say is most important and least 
important to your sense of wellbeing?
Most 
Important
Least 
Important
Adequate housing conditions with water, electricity, proper 
sewerage, not overcrowded and maybe owning your own home
Having a strong identity including knowing your skin group, 
knowing your rai/rayi and kinship group
Spending time on country fishing, hunting, gathering, eating 
bush tucker, fish and meat caught in season, sitting around the 
campfire telling stories and having a yarn
Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre and knowing how 
to return to balance or adapt when things are tough
Speaking and understanding Yawuru language as mother 
tongue or second or third language
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Q How satisfied are you with the different 
aspect of wellbeing in your life? In other 
words, do you think that aspect of your life 
is going well and are you happy with how 
things are at the moment?
Very satisfied
S
atisfied
N
eutral
D
issatisfied
Very d
issatisfied
1. Having financial security to support yourself and 
family to meet basic living costs and necessities
2. Healthy body to enjoy life – free from chronic 
conditions, physically active, minimal use of 
alcohol, drugs and being well nourished
3. Adequate housing conditions with water, 
electricity, proper sewerage, not overcrowded and 
maybe owning your own home
4. Having a meaningful and secure job (including 
flexibility and autonomy)
5. Feeling safe at home and in the community 
from theft, assault or violence
6.Having a strong identity including knowing your 
skin group, knowing your rai/rayi and kinship 
group
7. Having access to culturally appropriate services 
including traditional healers and feeling confident 
interacting with service providers
8. Good family relations including giving and 
having support from family and friends, spending 
time with family and keeping in touch with family
9. Participating in law/nurlu/ceremony/sorry 
business/cultural events/storytelling, painting, 
dancing and singing
10. Spending time on country fishing, hunting, 
gathering, eating bush tucker, fish and meat 
caught in season, sitting around the campfire 
telling stories and having a yarn
11. Sharing and receiving catch, kill or fish with 
family and friends– reciprocity and obligation 
fulfillment to kin
12. Having a formal Western education
13. Knowing about Yawuru country - seasons, 
habitats, flora, fauna and bush medicine, fishing 
and hunting sites
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Q How satisfied are you with the different 
aspect of wellbeing in your life? In other 
words, do you think that aspect of your life 
is going well and are you happy with how 
things are at the moment?
Very satisfied
S
atisfied
N
eutral
D
issatisfied
Very d
issatisfied
14. Knowing about Yawuru dreaming and creation 
stories, songlines, lore, dance, scared sites and 
law grounds
15. Living by Yawuru values of reciprocity, honesty, 
kindness, responsibility, accountability and care 
for others and the environment
16. Having a balanced and strong spiritual centre 
and knowing how to return to balance or adapt 
when things are tough
17. Having spare time and money for enjoyment, 
fun and relaxation
18. Environment free from pollutants and overuse 
or misuse
19. Having access to fishing spots, hunting 
grounds and cultural sites to practice culture and 
maintain connection to country
20. Having a say on matters important to me, my 
family, my community and my country
21. Feeling happy, confident and have a sense of 
purpose
22. Feel respected and show respect to family, 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups in my 
community, at work and school
23. Everyone feels community pride, sense of 
belonging and have access to equal opportunities
24. Giving back to my community through sports/
church/women's and men's group, attending and 
contributing to community meetings
25. Speaking and understanding Yawuru language 
as mother tongue or second or third language
26. All things considered, how satisfied are you 
with your life as a whole?
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What is your age? _______________________
What is your gender?
 Male
 Female
 Other
What is your current marital status?
 Single
 Married, partnered or de facto
 Separated or divorced
 Widowed
Other ____________________
Do you currently live in Broome?
 Yes
 No
Have you ever lived away from Broome for more than 12 months?
 Yes
 No
If yes, what were the reasons you were away from Broome for 12 months or 
more?
 Work
 Family or partner
 Health
 Own education or schooling
 Children’s education or schooling
 Other ____________________
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If you don’t currently live or reside in Broome, how often do you visit Broome?
 Once a week
 Once a fortnight
 Once a month
 Several times a year
 Once a year
 I don’t get to visit home
What is your highest level of education?
 Never attended school
 Year 7
 Year 8
 Year 9
 Year 10
 Year 11
 Year 12
 TAFE
 University or higher
Other ____________________
Are you currently studying at school or for a trade certificate, diploma, degree 
or any other qualification?
 Yes, please specify ____________________
 No
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What is your current work status?
 I am working full-time
 I am working part-time but would like to work more hours
 I am working part time and not looking to work more
 I am self-employed
 I am retired
 I am not in the labour force
 I volunteer my time for free around the community
 I am looking for work
 Other ____________________
If I am not in the labour force is Selected
Or What is your current work status? I am looking for work is Selected
There are many reasons which makes it difficult to have a job or be working. 
What are some of the reasons or difficulty in getting a job or being in a job? 
(Please choose as many as needed)
 I have poor health
 I am studying
 I am caring for children and/or grandchildren
 I am providing care for someone with poor health and health condition
 I need training or upskilling
 There are no suitable jobs in the area
 I don’t have access to transportation to get to a job
 I am not looking to work at the moment
 I prefer not to answer
 Other ____________________
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What is your main source of income?
 Wages or salary
 Self-employment
 Pensions or benefits
 Support from family members
 Other sources of income
 No source of income
 I prefer not to answer
 Other, please specify ____________________
What is your current housing arrangement?
 I own my own home
 I am paying off my own home
 I am renting privately (real estate agent)
 I am renting from the government
 I am renting from public housing (e.g. Homewest)
 I am renting from Yawuru
 I am living rent free with family
 I move from place to place
 I don’t have a place to live
 I am renting from family
 Other (please specify) ____________________ 
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If you need to get somewhere, do you have access to transportation?
 Yes, I have my own vehicle
 I don’t have my own vehicle but I can get a lift from family or friends
 I catch public transport (bus or taxi)
 I ride on my bicycle to get places
 I don’t have access to any transportation to get anywhere
 Other ____________________
Does your home currently need any of the following things done? (Please 
choose as many as needed)
 Repair work on pipes, taps, drainage
 Electrical Work
 Painting
 Roof or exterior work
 Better heating or cooling
 More rooms
 Gardening
 Better road access
 None of the above
 Other, please specify ____________________
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Would you and/or your partner say that the combined income that you have is 
enough to meet your basic living expenses (bills, food, rent)?
 Not enough
 Just enough
 Enough
 More than enough
 I prefer not to answer
 Other ____________________
In the last 6 months, did you have to do any of the following to keep your 
expenses down? (Please choose as many as needed)
 Go without fresh fruit and vegetables
 Go without meals
 Delay replacing items that are broken or need repairs
 Spent less on clothes, movies and hobbies
 Missed paying bills on time
 Put up with feeling cold or too warm
 Postpone a holiday or a visit to family
 Asked for help from friends and family
 Asked for help from community or charitable organisations
 Other (please specify) ____________________
 None of the above
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For many people, having influence or control over their life is important. For 
others, they feel that what they do has no real effect over what happens to them. 
On the scale below, how much control/influence do you feel you have over 
matters concerning ?
Total control
Q
uite a lot of control
S
om
e control
Little control
N
o control
Your life personally
Your family
Your community
Your country and land
On a whole
If there is something that you would like to change in your life, who do you 
think would contribute most to that change? (that is who will have the most 
impact on that change in your life)
 Myself
 My family
 My community
 The Government
Other ____________________
This is the end of the survey! Is there anything else you would like to say or add?
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Gala Mabu! Thank you very much for your time. Your answers to these questions 
will be strictly confidential. Your information will help provide insights on what 
is important for Yawuru’s sense of wellbeing and aspirations. We would love to get 
an update on how you are going in the future. If you are happy for us to contact 
you again for an update, please kindly share your contact details with us in the next 
section. 
Your contact number (mobile or house phone)
Name ___________________________________________________________
Address ___________________________________________________________
Address 2 _________________________________________________________
State _____________________________________________________________
Postal Code ____________________
Contact Number (home) ____________________
Contact Number (mobile) ____________________
Email ________________________________________________
We also ask for the name and number of someone else who might know where you 
are, in case you move in the meantime. We won’t contact them unless we have been 
unable to find you again, and these contact details will be kept completely secure 
and not used for any other purpose.
Name ___________________________________________________________
Address ___________________________________________________________
Address 2 _________________________________________________________
State _____________________________________________________________
Postal Code ____________________
Contact Number (home) ____________________
Contact Number (mobile) ____________________
Email ________________________________________________
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Appendix 11: Participant Information 
Sheet
Participant Information Sheet
Researcher 
This research is being conducted by Mandy Yap, a PhD student based at the Centre 
for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research at the College of Arts and Social Sciences 
(Australian National University) in Canberra. 
Project Tit le
Developing culturally relevant and gender-sensitive indicators of wellbeing for 
Indigenous Australians 
What this research is about:
This PhD research project aims to develop culturally relevant and gender-sensitive 
measures of wellbeing for Indigenous Australians. This is done by addressing the 
following questions:
• What definitions of a ‘good life’ and wellbeing are relevant to Indigenous 
Australians?
• How can these concepts be operationalised?
• What indicators and dimensions represent wellbeing for Indigenous Australians?
• What is the importance attached to the different indicators and dimensions of 
wellbeing?
The first stage of this research project was carried out in June – October 2013. This 
involved having conversations with Yawuru women and men around what wellbeing 
means for Yawuru and how this relates to liyan. Central to the wellbeing of Yawuru 
individuals are liyan, family, identity and relatedness, strength of connection to 
country and culture, community, standard of living, health, safety, respect, rights 
and autonomy. 
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The process of understanding what Yawuru values and aspires was the first step 
towards gaining an understanding of Yawuru Wellbeing. However, given that there 
are so many aspects of wellbeing (over 100 indicators were generated from the 
interviews and focus group discussions), what are the most important indicators and 
dimensions of wellbeing for you, as Yawuru women and men. 
This current stage of the project provides Yawuru women the men the opportunity 
to prioritise the indicators that were shortlisted in the first part of the research 
outlined above. 
Descript ion and Methodology:
To answer the objectives of the research, this part of the project involves the 
collection of aspects important to Yawuru wellbeing through the Yawuru Wellbeing 
Survey. There will be 3 parts to the survey. 
Part 1: This section collects a range of information on connection to culture 
and country, family and relatedness, community, health and autonomy. Some 
demographic information relating to age, gender, marital status, education and 
employment, housing and standard of living will also be included in this section. 
Part 2: In this section, respondents will receive a randomised version of a number 
of scenarios consisting of the different aspects of wellbeing identified through 
interviews and focus groups. Respondents will be given the opportunity to 
indicate which is ‘most important’ and ‘least important’ in the set of scenarios to 
their wellbeing. This will provide a ranking of the ‘most’ to the ‘least’ important 
dimensions of wellbeing for Yawuru. 
Part 3: Following on from Section 3, respondents will then answer a series of 
questions around how satisfied they are with the different aspects of wellbeing.
Part icipants:
To ensure that the sample selected for the survey represents the Yawuru adult 
population, Yawuru women and men aged 18 years and over will be randomly 
selected to participate. This survey will be collected at a time that is convenient for 
you. 
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You will be provided with a small portable computer tablet for answering the survey. 
If you like, we can also assist you in answering the survey questions by sitting with 
you and putting your answers into the computer. There is also a further option of 
having your answers audio-recorded by the researcher. There is also a further option 
of answering this online or in hardcopy at your own convenience.
On completion of the survey, participants will be asked if they are willing to be 
contacted for a repeated Yawuru Wellbeing Survey in the future. 
Use of  Data and Feedback: 
The information will be used generate a baseline summary of wellbeing indicators 
for Yawuru women and men. As the information will be provided at the group level, 
there will be no identification of individuals and their responses. 
The survey will also provide a list of ranking of the ‘most important’ to ‘least 
important’ aspects of wellbeing. Together this information can help guide where 
policies and programs by local and national organisations can better target wellbeing 
for Yawuru. 
It will also be used by Mandy Yap as part of her PhD thesis, academic research 
papers and conference presentations in collaboration with the Kimberley Institute 
and Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre at Curtin University. Feedback will also be 
provided to members of the Yawuru community in a short report and presentation. 
Project Funding: 
This project is funded by the Australian National University as part of a PhD and by 
the Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre at Curtin University.
Voluntary Part ic ipat ion & Withdrawal: 
Taking part in this survey is entirely your choice. This means that you don’t have to 
be involved in this study unless you want to. This also means that you can choose to 
withdraw from answering the survey at any time. If you decide to withdraw, any of 
your response will no longer be used and deleted. 
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Any information given to the researcher on this project is the intellectual property 
of the person who gave it. This means that the researcher cannot use anything unless 
the responded has given them full permission to do so. That permission can be given 
through signing of the ‘consent form’. Only the researcher team will have access to 
the information. 
Your decision whether to participate in this research project will not have impact on 
your current or future relations with the Australian National University, Bankwest 
Curtin Economics Centre or the services and programs that you are currently 
receiving. 
If you have given your consent to participate, you can always change your mind later 
and take that permission back. 
What does part ic ipat ion in the research request of  you? 
If you decide to participate:
• You will be given the opportunity to complete a questionnaire administered 
using a small portable computer tablet. 
• The survey will cover aspects of Yawuru wellbeing including connection to 
culture and country, family and relatedness, community, health and autonomy. 
Some demographic information relating to age, gender, marital status, education 
and employment, housing and standard of living will also be included in this 
section. 
• There will also be a section of the survey whereby you will be asked to select 
which is the most important and least important indicator of wellbeing 
according to you. 
• You will also have the option of having an interviewer to assist you with 
answering the questions. 
• The survey will take approximately 30 minutes to one hour of your time. 
• The survey can be completed at a place and time that is convenient for you. 
• To thank you for participating in the survey, you will be entered into a ‘raffle’ for 
one of thirty $50 gift certificates from Target. 
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Risks:
It is not anticipated that this participating in this study will lead to distress. 
However, if at any point, you find any question or the process to be invasive or 
stressful, you are free to withdraw your participation. In the event that you may feel 
distress, you are encouraged to contact your doctor or local agency for support. 
Lifeline (24 hour telephone counselling and referral) Tel: 13 11 14
Confidential i ty  and security of  the data:
To the best of our ability and as far as the law will allow, your confidentiality will be 
protected. This will be done in the following ways. 
All the data generated will be stored in a locked cabinet in a locked university office. 
All electronic data will be stored on a password protected computer.
The participants’ contact information will be securely stored separately from the 
survey answers. They will only be identified through a unique identification number 
created by the researcher. 
All the information will be presented in group summaries and not individual 
responses. The research findings will not reveal the identity of any persons involved 
in the study. 
The information you provide will only be used for the purpose for which you have 
provided it. It will not be disclosed without your consent. 
The secured data will be stored minimally for five years as stated in the ANU Code 
of Research Conduct. At the end of the project, the data will be archived. To enable 
a future Yawuru Wellbeing survey to be compared to this current one, the survey 
data may be stored for a much longer period.
Benefi ts:
The Yawuru community will have a say in the process of selecting indicators that 
they feel represent their worldviews and aspirations for wellbeing. 
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We hope that this research will result in new understandings of how Indigenous 
Australians, in particular, the Yawuru community defines and understands what a 
‘good life’ means.
We also anticipate that the study will contribute to wellbeing measurement tools 
that are evidence based and built in consultation and collaboration with community. 
Queries and Concerns:
If you have any concern about the research we are doing, you are welcome to speak 
to either one of us about those concerns or to contact the Human Research Ethics 
Committee at our university. 
Researcher :  Mandy  Yap
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 2601  
Mandy.Yap@anu.edu.au 
Eunice  Yu
The Kimberley Institute,  
Broome WA 6725 
eunice@kimberleyinstitute.org.au
Super v isor  :  Dr.  N icho las  B idd le
The Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research 
The Australian National University 
Canberra ACT 2601
Nicholas.Biddle@anu.edu.au
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Ethics Committee Clearance:
The ethical aspects of this research have been approved by the ANU Human 
Research Ethics Committee. If you have any concerns or complaints about how this 
research has been conducted, please contact:
Ethics Manager
The ANU Human Research Ethics Committee 
The Australian National University
Telephone: +61 2 6125 3427
Email: Human.Ethics.Officer@anu.edu.au
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Appendix 12: Information Sheet 
(basic)
Have Your Say about Yawuru Wellbeing
This research is about what wellbeing means to Indigenous Australians in particular 
for Yawuru. The research aims understand what wellbeing means for Yawuru to help 
inform local, community organisations and the government when they design policy 
and programs for Indigenous Australians. 
Between June and October 2013, Yawuru women and men were asked about what 
wellbeing means and how it relates to liyan. 
Yawuru men and women told us that wellbeing is very important and is made up of 
many things, including: liyan, family, identity and relatedness, being connected to 
culture and country, community, standard of living, health and safety, respect, rights 
and self-determination.
How you can help?
This study would like to learn more about the Yawuru wellbeing. 
 Wellbeing is very complicated because it is made up of so many different elements. 
We would like to find out which are the most important elements of wellbeing to 
Yawuru men and women. 
How wil l  the survey be done?
This survey has been put together based on the information Yawuru women and 
men have generously shared. 
You can answer these questions in a number of ways—it is your choice. 
You can do it by using one of our iPads or computer tablets, by using the internet. 
It is up to you how you want to do it. The research team will help you with any of 
those choices, if you like.
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How long wi l l  i t  take?
It should take about 45 minutes to an hour of your time, but there is no rush. 
Do I  have to part ic ipate?
No—you don’t have to do the survey if you don’t want to. It is your choice. 
If you chose to participate, you can still change your mind at any time during the 
survey. You can stop at any time.
If you change your mind, your information will not be used. 
What wi l l  you do with my information?
Your information is very important as it will help researchers and the government 
understand what is important to you and your community and help them make 
better policies.
The information will also help Mandy Yap undertake her PhD to develop measures 
of wellbeing that are culturally relevant and gender sensitive.
Most importantly, the information will be shared with the Yawuru community. 
We will keep your information safe and all the information from the survey will be 
presented as a group. 
Wil l  I  get  paid for part ic ipat ing?
To thank you for participating in the survey, you will be entered into a ‘raffle’ and 
you can win one of the 30 Target $50 gift certificates. 
Thank you
We appreciate your time and thank you in advance for assisting with this important 
research. Gala Mabu!
More Information
If you want to know more about this research or have any concern about the 
research you can speak to Mandy Yap, Eunice Yu, Nicholas Biddle or to the Human 
Research Ethics Committee at our university. 
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Contact Detai ls
Mandy Yap
Telephone: 02 6125 3427 
E-mail: Mandy.Yap@anu.edu.au 
Eunice  Yu
Telephone: 08 9193 6800 
E-mail: eunice@kimberleyinstitute.org.au
Nicho las  B idd le
Telephone: 02 6125 3427 
E-mail: Nicholas.Biddle@anu.edu.au
Eth ics  Commit tee  Manager
Telephone: 02 6125 3427 
E-mail: Human.Ethics.Officer@anu.edu.au
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Appendix 13: Informed consent
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Appendix 14: Long fi le conversion
Table A.5. One respondent’s answer to the BIBD for 25 objects
Set Object 1 Object 2 Object 3 Object 4 Object 5 Choice 
Best
Choice 
Worst
1 5 8 10 20 22 8 22
2 1 22 23 24 25 1 22
3 6 13 17 20 23 13 23
….
15 3 6 10 16 25 3 16
Turn this into long file:
ID Set Group ID Position Obj Choice 
(Most)
Choice 
(Least)
1 1 1 1 5 0 0
1 1 1 2 8 1 0
1 1 1 3 10 0 0
1 1 1 4 20 0 0
1 1 1 5 22 0 1
1 2 2 1 1 1 0
1 2 2 2 22 0 1
1 2 2 3 23 0 0
1 2 2 4 24 0 0
1 2 2 5 25 0 0
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Appendix 15: Mean scores and 
standard deviations
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